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“The question is not what am I to believe, but what am I to do?”
– Soren Kierkegaard
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Chapter 1
In the beginning, it was fear.
We were sixteen and that was our world, now. There was no one we
could turn to because all of us at Country Day Academy saw it in the eyes of the
adults, too. Earlier that fall I’d overheard two teachers talking in the guidance
office at CDA. “I don’t know what to say to these kids. They’re sitting there
looking at me, telling me about their nightmares, and I’m thinking, you know
what? I’m having them, too.” We were afraid when we heard an airplane but
couldn’t see it; we were afraid of junk mail and dust inside envelopes; we were
afraid of biological warfare we couldn’t yet detect; we were afraid of the word
jihad. I wanted assurance, a motivation to not be afraid of other people and
myself. Which I was. I was fucking terrified, and had been, long before the
whole country was, because sometimes a fear rises from something less public
and spectacular than an explosion in the sky on a clear blue day. Sometimes it is
something near and breathing, haunting you like a dream more vivid than a
memory—fear as a way of life. But I’m getting ahead of myself. I have to tell
you what really happened, what you don’t know, what the journalists didn’t
report.

After all, there we were at Mother’s annual Christmas party, or most of us
anyway, prepared to suck down her cure-all. I hadn’t been sleeping well all fall,
but who was? Everyone suffered from insomnia, sick from expecting tragedy to

2

strike again. There were many who felt threatened for the first time in their lives,
and Mother decided her party was her gift to this corner of Connecticut and New
York. The show must go on. And two nights before her party, as if the universe
agreed with her, a snowstorm whitewashed New York and New England. Mother
was thrilled. Electric candles in the windows, wreaths on the doors, picturesque
drifts of snow coddling the house—an image so saccharine it could give you
diabetes. Everything was “just wonderful,” as her friends would say. Spirits were
supposed to soar, or at least appear that way. I didn’t blame her, though. We
were about to welcome more than a hundred and fifty guests into our home and
ignore the fact that although the invitations had been mailed out in late October
with Old Donovan’s name next to hers in embossed script, my father was still in
Europe, where he’d spent most of the year.
I wanted to stay holed up in my room all night, reading my old, yellowed
copy of Frankenstein, due for Mr. Weinstein’s class after the winter break, but
Mother had tacked a note up outside my door that afternoon: Be dressed and
ready by 7:00. I did her one better. I got downstairs much earlier. She was still
getting ready upstairs and I thought the only way to survive her party was to
jumpstart it.
Nobody was allowed in Old Donovan’s office, especially during a party,
but precisely because he wasn’t home I quickly made my way down the hall that
led to it. I locked the door and sat in the swivel chair behind his desk. The room
was illuminated by the necklaces of white lights around the shrubbery outside. I
sat in the semi-darkness for awhile, listening to the caterers scurry around the
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other side of the house, and then turned on the small reading lamp only to see
what I was going to do. The day calendar hadn’t been adjusted in weeks and I left
it that way as I dragged it across the ink blotter and flipped it face down. The
metal surface glinted in the lamplight. I shook out a couple Adderall and placed
them on the back of the calendar. Using one of Old Donovan’s heavy pens, I
ground down the pills, divided the pile into thinner piles, took the pen apart and
snorted a line up the empty tube.
An apparition of Old Donovan nosed out of the darkness—his pale, bald
head; two eyes fixed in a scrutinizing glare. He leaned towards me and grumbled
one of his usual disquisitions. “Boy, you can be one of two people: someone who
makes reality for others, or someone who has reality made for him.” Old
Donovan was a man I read about in the paper. He was one of those men who
gathered in Davos, Beijing, or Mumbai and shook hands in a way that affected the
world economy. Ever since I had been in Middle School, he had been telling me
to read the papers, follow the news, and learn the history of ideas. The point, he
reiterated, was to “join the larger conversation,” as he had.
I banged another rail. The ghostly Old Donovan dropped into the
armchair and an image from a memory materialized in the room. His socks were
stuffed into his shoes on the floor nearby. His bare feet rested on the ottoman.
They looked like translucent, white raisins, shriveled up and drying out in front of
the fireplace. He sweated, and he scratched at the crown of stubble above his
ears. “Boy, you’ll be lucky if you’re a goddamn footnote in history. Most people
live inconsequential and meaningless lives. I’m trying to help you.”
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I concentrated until there was only one voice left in my head. I guess it
sounded like me, at least it sounded familiar. “I’m in the room,” I finally said into
the empty darkness. “I’m right fucking here.”
With a surge of Adderall, I finally felt ready to face the night. From room
to room the catering staff fussed with last minute details. Fresh garlands wrapped
around the banister of the grand staircase down to the foyer. Two tuxedoed
waiters fluffed the gauze of fake snow around the base of the tree in the sitting
room. In the library, a bartender set up rows of glasses atop a makeshift bar he’d
positioned in the doorway to the kitchen. The catering company never sent the
same people twice to Mother’s parties, but they all knew how to handle the
production. Throughout the party their silent ensemble would appear on cue and
recede again into the scenery. As soon as guests arrived, I’d get my call to enter
from the wings, but for now, nobody seemed to notice me.
In the kitchen, I found Elena speaking with a few of the caterers. She
winced as she glanced over the mess they were making, but when she saw me she
came right over. She had changed out of her housedress and already carried her
coat slung over her arm. Her hair was fixed up, and when I stooped to hug her I
smelled a subtle and delicate perfume. “You will have fun tonight?” she asked
me in Spanish.
“No,” I said. “I won’t.”
She straightened my collar. “You need to take better care of yourself.”
“But you’re here,” I said.
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“Ah, m’ijo, please,” she grumbled. She never called me that in front my
parents, of course, and we never spoke Spanish in front of them either. I practiced
my Spanish with her when we were alone in the house, and by now I felt nearly
fluent.
She kissed her fingers and reached them up to my face. Her cheeks made
her eyes squint when she smiled. “M’ijo. Please. Be sensible.”
“Look at me,” I said. “I’m ready to play my part.”
She watched the caterers fiddle with the two wall ovens. “For your
mother, then, m’ijo.”
I took her hand. “Why can’t you stay for the party?” I asked. I hated
saying it. Her own family was waiting for her in the Bronx for God’s sake, and
she was leaving later than she should have. She kissed me on the forehead and
left out the back door in the kitchen to finally begin her vacation.
I went looking for Mother. I heard her voice call out from the living
room. “No Fume Blanc?” she asked. She stood staring at the empty piano bench,
speaking to a phantom only she could see. The cut of her deep red evening gown
revealed nearly all of her back. “Chardonnay and Fume Blanc. Y Fume Blanc, I
told Elena. Y Y Y. This isn’t a charity party we’re hosting. It’s a Christmas party.
Choices are part of the elegance.” Mother always found the loose stitch that
could reduce a priceless carpet to a pile of threads. There was more wine than
anyone could drink, and if it was like any of her other parties, even the caterers
would be slugging down the open bottles, stumbling back into their vans at the
end of the night.
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“She ordered it.” I said. “I just saw the bartender chilling some.”
“What are you doing skulking behind the furniture?” she asked. “I
thought you were going to help me tonight.”
“Who’s skulking? I’m right here. I am helping. You just don’t have to
yell at her.”
“As usual. Her lawyer. Saint Elena.”
“Well,” I shrugged. “What do you want? She ordered the wine.”
“Of course.” She measured her breath through her nose, counting, or
turtle breathing as she called it when she was doing her yoga, or Tai Chi, or
Pilates, or soul stretching, or whatever-the-hell was the regimen de jour. “Okay,”
she said in a bright new tone. “Let me see how you’ll greet our guests at the
door.”
“What? Like a rehearsal?”
“It’s one of your jobs tonight.”
I opened an invisible door between us. “Glad you could make it,” I said
and gestured to the coat check and bar.
“Smile,” Mother said. “It’s a party.”
“I am smiling.”
I couldn’t remember Old Donovan grinning like a politician when he’d
greeted the guests the year before. “Relax,” she continued. She put her hand on
her hip. “Try to look a little like your father, not so morose. We’re all friends,
here, Aidan.”
“I’m not him,” I said.

7

“No,” she said softly. “But fake it, then.” She looked out the windows to
the backyard and sighed. “Please,” she added.
I wanted to. For her. She was lonely and alone, and I understood both.
Candles flickered along the windowsills and on end tables. Logs crackled and
sparked in the hearth. The ivory walls and furniture picked up an orange glow in
the firelight. When she turned back to me, I gave her what she wanted.
“Merry Christmas,” I said.
“See? That’s better. That’s who everybody wants to see.”
“Let’s party,” I said. She smiled triumphantly.
When the doorbell rang, Mother smoothed her evening dress around her
waistline and blinked rapidly. It was time. One of the hired staff adjusted his
bow tie and opened the front door. My hands were in my pockets and it occurred
to me that I should withdraw them. But it was only Judy, one of Mother’s closest
friends, and Mother glided into the foyer as if she were back on stage at City
Center and twenty years hadn’t passed. They made their way to the bar
immediately. Once they had martinis, Judy held her drink high. “To another one
of Gwen’s incredible holiday parties,” she said. “Jack be damned.”
Before long the doorbell rang again. I answered, said “hello” and began
my drift from one quick greeting to the next. “Hello,” I said as another guest
arrived. “Hello.” I directed guests, smiled grossly, and slowly tuned right out,
slipping back into a dull void where I found myself thinking about that paperback
edition of Frankenstein upstairs on the seat of my armchair—the creature waking,
peering up from the table with his yellow pallor eye.
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The party filled quickly and moving from one spot to another often
required bumping people as you passed them. Guests slugged down their drinks
so as not to spill them. They pitched towards me, speaking in their won-derful
voices that sang with the music and sadness of a carnival. “Top marks,” I’d
scream back. “Oh, Yale, definitely Yale.” I careened from room to room
strategizing how to remain anonymous among the sweaty and aggressive laughter,
but as I slid past a knot of people beside the piano, trying to make a break for Old
Donovan’s study, Mike Kowolski saw me and waved.
He shuffled across the foyer, balancing the weight of his belly on his legs,
and tugged his son, Mark, behind him. They looked almost nothing alike, and if
Mark didn’t have his father’s strong, hammerhead jaw, it would’ve been hard to
believe they were related. Mike bumped the center table as he tried to move
around it and Mark dipped his shoulder out of his father’s grip and glided along
beside him. Like me, Mark was a sophomore at CDA, but he strode around
school with the aloofness of a European aristocrat. We met at the foot of the
grand staircase, and Mike slapped down hard on my shoulder. “Look at you
working the party like a solicitor. My God, Aidan, it’s been a while. You’re as
tall as me, and since when did your old man let you run around with hair like that?
A man shouldn’t hide his eyes.” He wagged his finger between us. “Boys know
each other, right?”
“What’s up, Donovan?” Mark said. I was a little surprised he remembered
my name. The last time he had said hello to me was at the mandatory swim test at
the beginning of the year. He was already a co-captain of the swim team, and he
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had to greet all of us, one by one, before we dove into the water and proved we
could make it across the pool and back without drowning. Mostly, I thought of
him as The Bronze Man because his skin was naturally amber all year round, and
the tight curls against his head never seemed to grow, or get trimmed. Given the
appearance of his father, I was sure Mark got his looks from his mother. Barbara
had been a swimmer once, too.
“I brought Mark along because he’s got to talk to your father. There’s no
way around it.” He nodded to his son. “It’d be a hell of summer if you could get
an internship down at Donovan’s office, wouldn’t it?” He turned to me. “Unless
you’ve already angled for that one?”
“We haven’t talked about it.”
“All right. Good. Let’s go find him then,” Mike said. “Come on, Aidan.
Lead the way. Your old man and I have a lot of catching up to do.” Mark
frowned behind his father.
“He’s not here,” I told him.
Mike wiped at the freckles on his head. “You got to be kidding me. What
the hell? He told me he would be here. He told me it would be good to bring
Mark, for God’s sake.” Mike looked beyond me into the sitting room. “Still.
Hell of a turnout.” He shook his head and laughed. “Of course it is. Did your
mother that favor, didn’t he?”
I hadn’t thought of it that way. Mostly I’d been nodding along with
Mother’s rants the last two days since Old Donovan had called to say he wouldn’t
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be back in time. It hadn’t occurred to me that he had anything still pumping in
that dusty old ribcage.
Mark gathered some energy and breathed in a nose-full of air before
addressing his father. “Well,” he said. “So maybe Aidan can show me around
instead.”
“No, see,” Mike said to both of us. “See that is what I was talking about.
A guy like Donovan. He’s not even here and he makes it a party. He’s a guy who
can turn nothing into something. Then he sells it to you at a premium. There’s a
guy you can learn from.”
“I can just hang with Aidan, dad. It’s cool.”
Mark stepped back but Mike gripped him by the shoulder again. “No, I
want you to meet some of the other men first. Internships. Opportunity.” Mike
turned to me and cocked half a smile. “Your old man got one locked in for you
somewhere else, didn’t he?”
“Oh, yeah,” I lied.
Mark made a face at me, and I realized I’d done him no favors. Mike
pushed Mark towards a circle of men by the fireplace in the sitting room, and
although they made room for them, Mark looked through the space between
shoulders to me. His eyes were a startlingly light blue and with only a glance
they landed on me and stuck. Don’t leave me here, he was intimating. I wasn’t
used to a look like that from kids my age. Mostly I walked through the halls of
CDA toeing the line of anonymity. Mike hooked his arm over Mark and
introduced him to the men. Soon enough Mark was doing the drill I was

11

accustomed to doing at Mother’s parties, rolling out the resume. There wasn’t
much I could to help him.
Judy quickly swept me off to the dining room to talk to some friends who
wanted to send their kids to CDA. My eyeballs felt seared and I rubbed them and
blinked incessantly, but nobody seemed to notice. Once I was free from Judy’s
friends, I did a loop down the side hall to the library and took a seat at the foot of
the small staircase near the makeshift bar. After a while, Mother found me
playing Crowd Extra #117 instead of Understudy to Old Donovan. I was
surprised she located me in the packed room, but she was determined. When she
squeezed through a group of men in line for the bar she pulled along two of my
classmates from CDA.
I fixed my posture immediately. Mother never invited kids to her parties,
but it was obvious from the way she beamed as she brought them towards me that
she had invited these two in particular. She just hadn’t told me.
Every idiot with a beating heart knew Josie Fenton and Sophie Harrington.
They looked like celebrities, and so many of us at CDA thought of them that way,
like life would be glamorous if you carried yourself the right way. For a brief
stint that fall, Josie had dated a senior, but she had called it off after only a month.
I was used to looking at Josie and talking to her with my eyes. She sat in front of
me in Honors English 10. I imagined combing my hand through her long brown
hair. She cocked her head while she wrote at her desk, making her hair fall to one
side. It would expose the smooth, cool slope of her neck, the spot where there
was no better place to kiss a girl, I thought. Sophie had a different reputation,
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which too many guys were too eager to brag about—and since guys were always
looking at her, she had developed a confidence to stare back with dark eyes and a
thin-lipped, ironic smirk that made her look older than the rest of us, or at least
more cynical.
Mother was obviously delusional enough to think the girls talked to me at
school, because they were her friends’ daughters. Dragging them through the
room towards me, Mother wore one of those smiles I wasn’t supposed to let fall.
“Be a good host now,” she said. “You have guests tonight, too.” She withdrew
herself and joined the line at the bar, immediately jumping into conversation with
a man with silvery hair whom I recognized as a one of the few men Old Donovan
would have talked to if he had been home.
Josie and Sophie stood beside me, peering through the crowd as if they
were looking for someone. In their high heels and close-fitting skirts they looked
like the adults in the room. I got up and wiped my palms on my legs. “I didn’t
know you were coming tonight,” I said and knew I’d lost the only moment I had
to offer up some wit or charm.
“Last minute kind of thing, I guess,” Sophie said. The lone freckle on her
pale cheek rose up her face as she smiled.
“Hope it didn’t ruin any other plans?”
“No. Whatever,” Sophie said. Josie flashed a quick smile. She wore
silver earrings with blue beads that matched her eyes.
“I mean, it’s Saturday night, and I hope they didn’t bribe you here if you
had other plans.”
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“Come on,” Josie said, rolling her eyes. She sounded tired. “Everyone
knows your mother throws great parties. No one turns down an invitation, right?”
She glanced towards the bar. “I mean, look at all that alcohol.”
Even if she didn’t mean it, I appreciated it. “Can I offer you a drink?” I
asked her.
She was still gazing at something back in the foyer and remained quiet.
Sophie looked at her. “Maybe a couple of Diet Cokes?”
“No,” I said. “I mean a real drink.”
“What?” Josie asked quickly. “Here?”
“It’s a party, right?”
“That’d be cool,” Sophie said. “My mother will be smashed, anyway.”
“Mine would probably encourage it,” I said. “Especially if she saw me
hanging out with the two of you all night.”
“Uh huh.”
“Yeah.”
“And Mark’s here,” I added.
“Mark Kowolski?” Josie asked.
“Yes.”
“Cool. Let’s find him,” Sophie said. “Where do we meet you? With the
drinks, I mean.”
I gave them directions across the foyer to Old Donovan’s study. They
threaded their arms and moved away as one unit, squeezing through the crowd in
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the library. It looked like a dance and, probably because they were in my house, I
thought maybe I could join them.
I convinced the bartender to give me a couple unopened bottles of soda
water and some wine glasses, and I marched through the party as quickly as I
could. When I got to Old Donovan’s study, they were all there. Josie and Sophie
walked alongside one wall of books. They weren’t scowling. They didn’t hushup as I approached. In fact, I was surprised: they looked like they were having a
good time. Mark stood by the giant sepia-toned globe that stood between two
leather chairs.
“Dude,” he said to me. “Is this what I think it is?”
I nodded.
“Your dad likes to read, huh?” Josie asked. “He has this office and the
library out there?”
“What’s a dad?” I said as I put the bottles on the desk. Sophie turned and
gave me a sympathetic look. Josie nodded.
“The boss,” Mark said. “The one who asks ‘how committed are you to the
mission?’ and doesn’t want a response. He wants results. That’s my dad.
Results, results, results.”
“Maybe he’ll blow a gasket,” Josie said. “That’s what happened to my
dad. Now he’s like, Ayurveda Dad.”
“Maybe,” Mark said.
“Well, if Old Donovan were here, we couldn’t use his room,” I continued.
“Check this out.” I unlatched the lock on the globe in front of Mark, lifted its top
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half, and revealed the bar within it. “Vodka sodas?” I asked, lifting the bottle
from its slot. “We can toast to our fathers, whether they’re already gone or we
wish they were.”
“Yes,” Sophie said. “This is totally happening.”
“Seriously,” Josie said.
“Dudes,” Mark said. “Drinking’s going to get us caught. Watch. You
have anything else?” Mark asked. He poked me in the chest. “You got to have
something else going on. Come on, I can see it in your eyes, man. We all smoke
pot, too.”
I smiled at him. “Let’s start with a drink. We won’t get caught. One
drink won’t kill us.” I closed the door. They took seats beside the globe and I set
to work fixing the drinks. It was good to have a task, something to keep me in
motion, because my heart raced as if I’d done another bump. I had no idea what
to say to Josie, Sophie or Mark. Conversation required spontaneity, and that
made me nervous. I didn’t want to say anything stupid, or anything I’d regret.
“Take a sip,” I said as I handed them their glasses.
“Belvedere, right?” Josie asked after she tasted it. “Smooth.”
“I thought you liked Ketel One, only,” Sophie laughed.
“No, that’s just my base,” Josie said. “Anything cheaper is lighter fluid,
isn’t it?”
Sophie took a sip. “Remember that vodka at Dustin’s? Oh my God, we
got wasted.”
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I tried not to smile too much, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t like my smile.
I liked what my face looked like when I listened, or when I smoked a cigarette—
I’d looked in the mirror as I’d done both and I could live with it—but when I
smiled, I looked like someone severely deranged. “Well,” I said. I raised my
glass the way I’d seen some of the adults do out in the party, holding it by the
base and not the stem. “Cheers, I guess.”
We clinked glasses and laughed about the rest the party getting drunker.
Soon the adults would be dancing near the piano, the men bleary-eyed and flecked
with phyllo dough dust around the corners of their mouths, and the women
unconscious of the gin blossoms breaking through their make-up. I was surprised
every time I made them all laugh, and I hoped I wouldn’t run out of things to say.
I was more than halfway through my drink when I realized they still had nearly
full glasses. Especially Mark. He had put his down on Old Donovan’s desk.
There was a pause in the conversation. Sophie stared at her feet. Josie got up and
walked to the window that looked across the yard to the hedgerow along the
Fielding’s property.
“What are we doing at this old-person party?” Mark asked. Sophie rolled
her eyes in agreement. “I mean, no offense, Donovan, but this would be cooler if
we weren’t ten feet away from our parents.”
“Doesn’t matter to me,” I said. “Here’s how I get through it.” I pulled the
bottle of Adderall out of my inside pocket and shook it. “Should we go for it?” I
asked.
“Whoa,” Sophie said. “Our parents really are out there.”
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“Barely,” Josie said. She walked back to towards me and smiled
deviously. “You know, you always say the craziest things in class—whenever
you actually look up. I mean it! You have green eyes, don’t you? Why hide
them?”
“I don’t know.”
“You do. Is that why?” she asked, pointing to the pills. “Is that what
you’re doing every day? I knew you were crazy. I just didn’t know in what
way.”
“Not every day.” I grinned. She laughed. It wasn’t exactly a lie. I’d
done it at school, before, when I hadn’t slept all night and I was nodding off in
class.
Sophie squinted. “You just pop these like vitamins or whatever?”
“No,” Josie said. “You snort them, right?”
“It’s better,” I said.
“That’s not my thing,” Mark said. “Not tonight.”
“Fine,” Sophie said. “But let’s only do a little. I don’t know what it’s
like. I mean, I wouldn’t smoke pot and walk around this party.”
“I don’t have any pot,” I said.
“Oh my God.” Sophie giggled. “Thank God. This is wild! You’re going
to turn me into a vegetable. I can’t get caught. My mother might get smashed,
but she’ll still kill me if she finds out.” She raised her glass. “Let’s at least finish
these before we do that.”
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I raised my glass with her, took a big swallow, but gulped too many ice
cubes at once. One lodged in my throat and the passage clamped shut. My mouth
was full and airless. The soda burned into my nose. I seized up.
“Oh my God, are you okay?” Sophie asked, leaning forward.
I inhaled deeply through my nose but I couldn’t take anything in, or if I
did, I couldn’t feel it. I snorted violently after air. Soda fizzed in my mouth and
nose, and my eyes burned. There was a belt going around my neck and chest,
cinching one notch tighter at a time. A fear floated up from within me, because I
could feel my head going light like it had when I’d tried that game where you
make yourself black out for the nuts of it, and just before the darkness, you
wonder, shit, what if I’ve gone too far, what if I can’t come back?
“Jesus, you sound like you’re hyperventilating,” Josie said.
“He’s choking,” Sophie said. “Is he choking?”
I tried to shake my head “no” and leaned forward to spit something back
into my glass, but the whole frothing mouthful came rushing out and I sprayed
Sophie in the face, and on her blouse and skirt.
“Holy shit,” Sophie yelled.
My eyes were so full of tears I could barely see. “I’m sorry,” I managed.
“I’m so sorry.”
“Shut up!” Josie said. “Pull yourselves together. Don’t make a scene or
we will get caught.”
“I’m sorry. I really am.”
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“Did he ruin my skirt?” Sophie demanded. “Look at my blouse? What
the hell?”
“Shut up! Seriously.”
Mark moved to the door and listened closely to the noises in the hall. I
wiped my eyes. The burn still crackled in my throat so I took another sip,
instinctively, and without good reason slurped down the rest of the drink, using
my teeth as a dam against the ice. It chilled me to my toes, but it felt good, the fat
syrup of vodka sliding beneath the soda. I put the glass down and grabbed tissues
from a box on the desk. I handed them to Sophie, but they were useless. The
music was louder in the other rooms, and people shouted over it and over one
another. Nobody could hear us.
Josie pulled Sophie out of the chair and they surveyed the scattershot of
dark spots on the green skirt. “What am I going to tell my mother?” Sophie
asked. “What’s wrong with you?” she snapped in a hushed voice.
Josie grabbed my arm. “Take charge, can’t you? Get us out of here.
Show us to the ladies’ room, quickly.”
With my face burning, I led the girls out into the hallway. Mark followed
behind them. A group of Mother’s willowy friends huddled in the foyer and saw
us. One of the women spoke in her won-derful voice as we emerged. “The
teenagers are here!” I was a step ahead of Josie and Sophie but I could picture
them scowling behind me as they heard the woman say it. I waved the girls on
and we went down the hall, away from the party towards one of the spare
bedrooms, the one Old Donovan sometimes slept in, if he was home.
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I held open the door to the en-suite bathroom. “This’ll be private,” I told
them. Josie brushed past me, and I stepped out of the way so Sophie could follow
her.
“Why don’t we just meet you out in the party, later?” Josie suggested.
“I’ll clean her up.” She had carried the drinks with her and she set them on the
counter next to the sink.
“I’ll make sure they don’t get caught,” Mark said. They shut the door and
I could hear them whispering before the faucet ran. Eventually, they turned the
water off, but didn’t open the door. They giggled. Glasses clinked. I wanted to
break something. Aidan’s a fuckhead was scratched into the back of a stall door
in a boys’ restroom at CDA. I wasn’t curious what was scribbled in the girls’
restroom. It was enough to know that something was there.
I left the guest bedroom and wished I could disappear, but there were
people in the hall and on the stairs up to the second floor; they were everywhere.
The party filled the whole house, pushing into room after room. I began planning
an escape, someplace I could hide and ride out the night, until I heard a familiar
laugh came rolling down the hall from the foyer. With relief, I gravitated towards
it.
Nobody had a laugh like Father Greg, one that bubbled up and gained
volume as it stretched out. He stood near the foot of the grand staircase, his ruddy
face and silvery goatee shining in the glow from the foyer’s chandelier. He
palmed a thick rocks glass and swirled the scotch in it as he spoke. That hawknosed friend of Old Donovan’s and his equally spindly wife huddled close to
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Father Greg as he told a story. Two other women stood on the first stair but they
still had to look up at Father Greg as they listened, because it wasn’t only Father
Greg’s voice that commanded attention. I think if you put Father Greg in the ring
with Coach Randolf over at CDA, Coach would actually have a hard time finding
the courage to lace up the gloves. Father Greg looked like a man who had played
football in a time before helmets and shoulder pads and had come through it all
without a scratch.
He laughed at his own story and when he noticed me, he beckoned me
with a nod. I followed. Although he was a regular on the party circuit, and
although we had gone to his Masses occasionally, I hadn’t really known Father
Greg until I’d started volunteering down at Most Precious Blood in eighth grade.
I had worked for him for about a year and a half, but now wondered if it would be
strange to see him in my home. It’s always odd to meet a person from one place
of your life in another place, because you know who you are within each place
separately, but you can’t be sure you are the same person in both places.
“People complain about rats in the City,” Father Greg was saying. “But I
knew a priest out on Long Island who had a real pest problem. Father Barry.
Wonderful man. A role model. Ever since I was a seminarian. Anyway, he had a
problem with raccoons. Imagine one of those things running around your house.”
The women on the stairs laughed in agreement. “I know,” one of them
said.
“They’d moved in to the attic. Right over his bedroom. Drove him nuts.
All that chatter. It was like they holding their own congregation in the rectory.

22

Taking over the place.” Father Greg flexed his fingers in the air and made a
squeaking sound. “Pest control. EPA. Nobody could get rid of them. Now
Father Barry, like any good Catholic from Louisiana, owned a gun, and now I’m
sure you can guess what he did. Boom, boom, boom. I’ll spare you the gore, but
he called the exterminator back the next day. This time to clean it all up. Now,
when I told him he might have crossed the line he said, ‘Greg. Can’t do a damn
thing in this state unless you do it yourself.’”
“Tell him not to move up here to Connecticut. It’s even worse,” the hawknose said.
“He’s no idiot,” Father Greg agreed. “Why do think he sent me here
instead?” He knocked back a gulp from the glass. “But look, I’ve always
admired Barry because he’s a man of action. And that is what I was telling you
about, before, Richard. We need to take action. There are thousands of kids in
the City who need the support of the parochial school system. We’re not waiting
around for the state or the city to get their act together. We’re fulfilling God’s
Will and giving these kids a real chance.”
“Yeah, I know. The kids. I’m still expecting my annual call from
Donovan telling me I have to match his gift to you, Father,” Richard said with a
hard smile. Then he aimed that nose at me. “I haven’t gotten the call yet this
year. What’s the matter? Donovan putting young Aidan in charge?”
Father Greg smiled at me. “Oh, that wouldn’t be so terrible. Aidan’s not
so young anymore. The kind of work he’s been doing for me on the campaign?
Who do you thinks keeps us all in order? I’ve got vision. Father Dooley knows

23

the politics and sorts all that nonsense out with the church and state and whatnot,
but Aidan?” Father Greg put his hand out and I slapped it automatically, as if we
were teammates on the field. “Aidan’s the guy who knows you need coal in the
fire to keep the train running.”
I nodded in agreement. When Father Greg spoke about me, everyone
listened. I didn’t have to report anything; he said it all for me. They believed
him, and I did, too. But I also felt foolish in that group because I thought I had
interrupted something. Father Greg was always working a party for another
donation—or following up with someone on the phone. I’d learned what kind of
money Father Greg could raise, even if he had to hit up the same guy two or three
times. It was a stretch to call my organizing Excel spreadsheets and Crystal
Reports coal in the fire, but even by only opening envelopes and entering gift
amounts in the database, I felt like I was a part of a vital endeavor.
“I haven’t even said hello to my host yet,” Father Greg said.
“She’s around here somewhere,” I said, looking towards the library.
Father Greg laughed. “No, I meant you.”
“Oh,” I said. “Yeah.”
He excused us from the group and steered me a few feet away, closer to
the coat closet and the hallway to the Old Donovan’s office and the spare
bedrooms. It felt good to get a little direction. He smiled, then took on that
serious expression he would have before he found the right words to set the world
straight.
“How are you holding up?”
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It was the first goddamn honest question I’d been asked all night. I
wanted to be somewhere quieter. I wanted to be somewhere we could take
ourselves seriously, close the door on all the gibbering nonsense and speak as two
people who cared about meaningful things. It was about time.
“Look,” Father Greg said. “I’m heading outside. I need a break, a little
fresh air.” He fished out his coat check tag and handed it to the doorman. “Why
don’t we step out for a minute?” Father Greg asked me. He took his coat and
wore it like a cloak, without sticking his arms through the sleeves. He dug into
the breast pocket and pulled out a cigarette. Father Greg had always smelled like
them. “Join me. Only if you want to, of course.” His coat billowed and flowed
behind him as he walked onto the stoop. I found my ski parka and followed him
outside.
He stood beyond the curve of the white stone semi-circle outside the front
door and looked down the slope of the snowy front yard. “We have to find a way
for you to enjoy your party,” he said.
I watched my breath mist and disappear in the cold air. “It’s not really my
party,” I said. I zipped up my parka and leaned against one of the columns. “I
don’t know what I’m doing, tonight,” I said.
Father Greg stepped closer and put his foot on the stoop. He exhaled from
the corner of his mouth and blew the smoke away from me. “Yes you do. You’re
doing what you always do. You’re trying to help. Don’t beat yourself up,
Aidan.” He always said my name a lot and although at first it had sounded
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strange to hear myself referred to so often, I actually grew to like it. It made me
feel real, as if he wasn’t afraid of me.
I stared out at the island of manicured shrubs in the front drive. He
offered me his cigarette, and I looked away from him as I took a drag. The
nicotine went right to my head and I leaned back against the column. “I’d rather
be upstairs reading Frankenstein, for school,” I finally said.
“I understand. That’s my boy, ever the hard worker.” I shrugged. “I
know how you feel.” He gave me another drag. “We’ve talked about this,
before,” he said softly. “Hard to have meaningful conversations at these kinds of
parties. Conversations that people like you and me are accustomed to having. I
rarely see many of these people anymore, except at parties like this one. I don’t
know when I’d see your parents if they didn’t invite me to their parties.”
“Yeah, and then one of them doesn’t even show up.”
“There you go,” Father Greg said, nodding slowly as he always did when
he listened to me. Father Greg rolled the filter of his cigarette gently between his
forefinger and thumb, until the cherry dropped to the ground. He tucked the filter
in his pocket and glanced to the front door. “But you’re not alone,” he said.
Father Greg often explained that the presence of God in my life was an assurance,
the real stability. God was with me, and yet God had to work through people like
him sometimes, he had said, in order to remind me of His Presence. God wasn’t
firmly placed in my mind, but Father Greg was actually there, and something
tangible and definite was what I needed most. Certainty.
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He blew air into his fist to warm it. “You are doing very well, Aidan, for
your father not being here. Nobody wants to feel abandoned. We’ve talked about
this.” Father Greg spoke with the knowing tone of a newspaper article. “But you
know that I worry about you, too.” He breathed softly through his nose and drew
that concerned smile again. He sighed. “You’re growing up in awfully
frightening times, Aidan. The whole country knows fear again like it hasn’t in
years.” He put his hand down on my shoulder and it steadied me against the
column. “We can’t pretend otherwise. The last thing we should do in times like
these is neglect each other.” Father Greg paused and leaned closer. “But God
hasn’t neglected you, Aidan. The Church hasn’t. I haven’t.”
He stepped back and rubbed at his chin. “We’ve been doing a damn good
job together, haven’t we? This campaign work. You like it, right? You’re not
bored?”
“No. I love it.”
“That’s what I thought.” Father Greg nodded and turned me back towards
the front door. “Strange then how your father hasn’t given his check yet, Aidan.
He usually sends in his gift by now. I’m surprised.”
“He’s been in Europe all fall.”
“Traveling or not, it’s not like him.”
He led us back inside and as we turned in our coats, Father Greg smiled
and gave an across-the-room nod to one of the men near the library. With a hand
on my back he walked us past the crowd by the center table in the foyer. “Maybe
it’s not him I need to speak with these days?” Father Greg said. He pushed us
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back into the thick of the party, to the sitting room. “Let’s go find your mother,
Aidan.” He couldn’t see my face because I was in front of him, but he didn’t
have to. He spoke down to me, over my shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said
cheerily. “We’ll have time to talk more soon. You’re scheduled for a few days
aren’t you? We’ll catch up. I know it’s been a while. I know you need to talk.”
I stopped and turned back around to him. He smiled, but looked around
the room.
“We’ll catch up over your break,” he said. “Don’t worry.” There was a
pause for a second or two in which I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do. I
thought he might have been waiting for me, but his eyes rolled up over my head
and he waved to someone behind me. “Derek,” Father Greg yelled. “Someone
told me they saw you out on the back nine last week before the snow. ‘In
December! Who else would it have been?’ I told him.” Father Greg laughed and
while the sound boomed out behind me, it resonated inside me, too, like a bass
string plucked by a fat, confident thumb.
Further back in the sitting room, Mother had her own crowd of admirers
huddled around her, friends like Judy and Sally, but other men and women I
didn’t know, too. She stood up on footstool and drew her arms up in second
arabesque, mirroring an image of a portrait of herself that hung on the wall by the
narrow staircase in the library. She stretched her arms as she spoke. She looked
around the room, and I thought she saw me, but she didn’t; she took in all the
faces at once, but none individually.
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“That’s how she should hold herself,” Mother said. “Otherwise it’s
sloppy.”
“She’s not as classy as you,” Judy said.
“Class?” Father Greg said to the group as we approached. “Gwen teaches
us about class every year.” Mother stepped off the stool and he gave her a quick
kiss on the cheek. “Every year you set a higher bar. What a party. Only you can
out-do yourself.”
Mother demurred. It made me sick the way they winked at each other.
“It’s true,” Judy said.
“You should plan my parties,” Sally said. “I’m serious. Maybe you could
consult for my next opening?” Sally was even more petite than Mother, but she
had an open-mouthed smile that stretched over her entire face. Mother had so
many friends it was impossible to keep track of who was who, and in what circle
she knew them, but I occasionally saw Sally’s family at Most Precious Blood, too,
and their son was in Middle School at CDA. That was the only way to keep track
of Mother’s friends: to keep them penned in their various social circles. When the
circles overlapped enough, I could begin to remember the faces, the necessary
biographies, too, like the statistics on the back of a baseball card. Instead of ERA,
or RBI, the categories were Personal Wealth, Philanthropic Interests, or Number
of Donovan Parties Attended.
“You make it look effortless,” Father Greg said. “It’s not a skill, it’s an
art. I’m sure your admirers would agree.” Mother bowed in plie. “Some of
whom I’d very much like to be introduced to, if you’d be so kind.”
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“The ones you need to meet are in the sun room,” Judy said. She and
Mother laughed and Father Greg mocked a guilty expression.
As if they’d heard the conversation on the other side, the doors to the
sunroom opened and Barbara Kowolski stepped up and into the crowd around
Mother. She closed the doors quickly behind her, but a thin cloud of cigar smoke
still slipped out of the room. She leaned in close. “I have to leave,” I heard her
whisper to Mother. “I have to take Mark and the girls home.” Her skin was so
perma-tanned and taut that when she turned to me and frowned, her lips folded
her face like accordion. “I found them drinking in one of the bathrooms. Don’t
tell Mike, though,” she added. She squeezed Mother’s arm. “I just told him I
wasn’t feeling well, so I had to leave. He doesn’t need to get all flustered at
Mark. Not tonight. Just don’t mention it.”
“Not at all,” Mother said. “Feel better, darling.” Barbara smiled and they
kissed goodbye. When Barbara had pushed away into the crowd, Mother turned
to me and managed a stern expression. “Looks like we’ll have to talk later, young
man.”
I played along with her routine. It was second nature. “Sorry.”
Sally hugged me awkwardly. “Why won’t they just stay innocent? Can’t
we just preserve them somewhere?” she said to Mother.
“They grow old too quickly,” Father Greg said to her. “All the kids I
watch graduate each year. I remember the smaller and fresher-faced versions of
those people.”
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“The only things fresh-faced out there,” Judy said, pointing to the
sunroom, “are the drinks they keep pouring from Jack’s private bar in there.”
Father Greg laughed. “Well, then I have a good excuse to join them.”
Mother offered to lead the way, and Father Greg took her arm in his and
followed her into the sunroom. The doors to the sunroom split open and revealed
the men slumped in armchairs smoking their cigars. Father Greg waved as he
descended the couple of stairs, and the men roared their greetings to him. Mother
pulled the doors closed. A rich tobacco stink lingered in the air, and Father Greg
left behind him that charged space an animal creates when it flees into the brush.
You expected sticks to snap again, leaves to rustle.
I stole an opened bottle of wine from the ice bucket behind the bartender,
ducked out the backdoor of the kitchen and made my way across the lawn towards
the second garage. The party dulled into a distant noise. I walked up the stairs to
Elena’s apartment and tried the door. It was locked, but not with a deadbolt, so I
pulled out my school ID and slid it between the door and the jamb until the latch
depressed.
Her room was simple and small, like a well-furnished monk’s cell: a
bookshelf, an armchair, a wardrobe closet, and a crisply made bed. Two frames
leaned against the base of the lamp on the bedside table with pictures of her
daughter, Teresa, and her two sons, Javier and Mateo. In the first one, her
husband, Candido, had his arm around Teresa.
A crucifix hung on the wall above Elena’s bed, and it held me for a while
as I sat in the armchair and drank without a glass. Forgiveness, I’d been taught,
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was the road to peace, but for now, I thought, the quiet would do. I felt my
tongue go limp and fatten as I lost control. When you drink alone over a long
time, you’re not deluding yourself into thinking you’re clear-headed and bright.
You’re falling apart, you know it, and you just want to slip away, numb as a
snowman, melting until you’re gone.
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Chapter 2
The next morning, I dragged myself out of Elena’s apartment back to the
house to take a shower. My hangover made me tender and jumpy and I stayed
under the hot water, hoping I could steam out the toxins. It was Sunday and I was
aiming to see Father Greg at the last Mass of the day. There was no sign of
Mother, yet, but I didn’t expect to see her anyway. I finally finished getting
dressed and made my way downstairs to call the car service to take me over to
Most Precious Blood, but when I reached the foyer I heard a fire crackling down
the hall.
The door to Old Donovan’s office was open. He sat in the armchair by the
fireplace reading a Barons, with his feet up on the ottoman. On the table beside
his chair, a pile of newspapers lay folded and stacked beneath a small ashtray with
crushed stubs rising from the mound like tombstones. A glass rested on the wide
arm of his chair. There was plenty left in it, but he pressed his big nose against
the rim and drained it. Then he eyed me standing in the doorway. The usual
gluey strand was lodged in his throat and he tried to clear it. He was actually
there.
“Welcome home,” I said. “You missed the party.”
“Yes,” he said. He yawned and rubbed his face as I stepped into the room.
He stared down at his feet. They were motionless and they leaned against each
other, touching at the toes. It was as if he was waiting for them to spring off the
ottoman and carry him out of his chair. “Looks like the party made its way in
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here. I don’t like that.” He pointed to the bottle of rum on his desk. The globe
was open behind him. “I know it wasn’t your mother.”
“Well, you weren’t home.”
“Enough. I don’t want to know about it.” He rubbed his eyes and cleared
his throat. “I was shoring up hope among the Europeans. Oil’s down, tourism’s
down, the GDP sank last quarter and will again. Everybody is too goddamn
afraid and playing it too close to the chest. How in God’s name do you save an
economy? Work. Hard work. It’s always about work.” He looked up at me
angrily, as if the post-nine-eleven recession was my fault. “Look,” he said. “I
wanted to be home for Christmas, at least. From that point of view, I’m two days
early.” The ice cubes cracked and rattled in his glass.
“Well,” I said. “I was about to call a car. I’m heading to Mass.”
“Don’t you drive yet?”
“I didn’t start driver’s ed this semester. I’ve been working.”
“You couldn’t do both?”
“I haven’t seen you in over a month.”
He rubbed his forehead. “What do you expect to gain by making a non
sequitur like that? You still haven’t addressed the question. I know you’ve been
working on the campaign. I admire that work. It’s important. You already know
that. Let’s collect some information we don’t know, huh? Do they offer driving
classes in the morning, before school? Is there a private company that will do it
on the weekends?”
“I don’t know.”
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“Ah,” he said shaking his glass and taking a sip of the melted ice. “That’s
the reason for the non sequitur, then. I’m glad we cleared that up.” A log
crumbled in the fireplace, and neither of us moved to tend the fire. “There’s so
much of your mother in you.”
“I’m going to Mass,” I said. “Welcome home.”
“Now hold on,” he said. He swung his feet off the ottoman, walked over
to the fireplace, raked the coals, and added another log to the fire. “It’s the
holidays, and I’d like us all to stay home. You’ll go off to Mass, your mother will
do errands. The day will be gone and suddenly it will be Christmas Eve. Your
mother is going to be down here any minute. I need you home today.” He tapped
the poker on the brick hearth and scratched his chin. “Look,” he said. “I know
this isn’t easy, but I need your help the next few days. I need you around. You
can do that, right?” His voice fell away with what sounded to me like vast
boredom. The new log popped in the fireplace, setting off a chain reaction of
timbers crackling. Shadows shifted along the wall near the hearth. “Stick
around.”

I followed his orders and stayed home all day. Late that afternoon I stole
back up to my room and crunched up some Adderall to soften the hangover and
focus me as I finished reading Frankenstein. I listened as my parents’ voices rose
and fell in different parts of the house. Once I heard them yelling. That was new.
But, if I came into the room where they were, they hushed and that pleased Old
Donovan. Occasionally he’d acknowledge me with half a smile. I regretted not
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having made a run for it and gone to Mass. I pictured the glow on Father Greg’s
face when I told him what I’d done to make it to see him. Those moments were
intoxicating: watching pride bloom in his expression and knowing that I was the
one to generate it. Instead, I followed Old Donovan’s directions and felt mostly
useless. I spent Sunday and Monday cutting too deeply into my stash of pills,
stealing bottles of wine from the cellar, and putting the kitchen back in order so
Elena wouldn’t have to when she returned. But I wanted someone there who
would lift me out of my inertia.
Elena had always tried in the past, which is why she had been the one to
prod me into volunteering at Most Precious Blood. She suggested I might find
people there with whom I might engage. Not insignificantly to her mind as well,
she thought it would do me good to get a little closer to God. My parents were
Catholic on paper, but to her I was moving through life without proper religious
instruction. If nothing else, committing to the church community would be more
meaningful than moping around the house, waiting for someone else to bring me
to life.
When I began working at Most Precious Blood, I began attending Mass
more regularly, too. I knew the value of the rites and the purpose of the prayers,
but I went to hear Father Greg recite them—not Father Dooley. Father Greg
didn’t just go through the motions like everyone else. He’d drop a fist for me to
bump, right there on the church steps after Mass. He’d talk about divine grace in
On the Road. Father Dooley had been the priest to lead me through Confirmation
and First Communion, it was his parish, technically—he was Father Greg’s
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superior at Most Precious Blood—but when we did the ritual drills and asked for
forgiveness for our trespasses and forgave others theirs against us, Father Greg
created the real bridge from the person I was to the person I wanted to become.
The faith everyone talked about in church was what I found in our everyday
conversations: he listened, and by doing so, he elevated me.
I didn’t go to Mass that Sunday and we didn’t go on Christmas Eve, either,
which at that point was a relief. The last, sad efforts at pageantry in the Donovan
household gave out that night. We went to an early dinner at the Oyster Bridge.
Mother carried on a brisk chatter of gossip about many of the guests from the
party. Old Donovan finally cut her off. “Let’s have some adult conversation for a
while,” he said. A long silence followed instead. When we got home I stole a
bottle of wine from the basement and took it to my room. Later, I wobbled out to
the hallway and leaned against the banister overlooking the foyer. Mother sobbed
softly in her room, and Old Donovan was somewhere down in the darkness of the
first floor. I imagined leaping out to the chandelier and riding it down to an
obliterating explosion on the stone floor.
On Tuesday morning, I found Old Donovan at the table in the breakfast
nook with a newspaper in front of his face, a pile stacked neatly across the table
from him. The last few wisps of smoke rose from the ashtray in front of him. He
was still in his striped pajamas. I sat down across from him and picked up a
section of the Times he had already discarded. He cleared his throat, and breathed
deeply through his wet and heavy lungs.
“Happy Christmas,” I said.
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“And to you,” he said. He flipped another page of the paper and glanced
at it briefly before putting it down beside him. He didn’t look sleepy and
disheveled except around his eyes—purple folds sagged beneath them. White
chest hair curled around the lapels of his pajamas. He pushed his coffee mug
towards the edge of the table. “Mind refilling for me?”
I got up and grabbed the coffee carafe on the island. I poured myself a
small cup and brought the carafe over to the table and set it beside his mug. He
frowned at me and poured himself another cup. He pushed the papers towards
me. “Jump in,” he said.
At a certain point, I had gathered from Old Donovan that I should have a
plan to participate in that “larger conversation.” “It’s what it means to grow up,”
he had said. But as I scanned the headlines on Christmas morning I wondered
what kind of a world I was supposed to participate in: the FBI had concluded that
explosives were found in the shoe of the man flying from Paris; torture by US law
enforcement was inevitable; the president and cabinet of Argentina resigned as
crowds gathered in the streets; an attempted coup was squashed in Haiti:
everywhere I looked, people were frightened.
“It’s depressing,” I said to him at last.
“You sound like your mother. It depends on your expectations. Read
your Nietzsche.”
I listened to his mucosal wheeze. “Didn’t sleep well?” I asked.
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“It’s hard to get used to some beds,” he said. He tried a grin on me, and I
wondered what was on his mind. “Sometimes, I wake up on a plane and forget
where the hell I’m going.”
“Yeah.”
“It’s hard to keep things straight, sometimes.”
“Yeah.”
We sipped our coffees. “I can’t keep pace like I used to.”
“Yeah.”
“Damn it, I’m trying to talk to you here, before your Mother comes down
and starts up. I want you to know something.” He rubbed his forehead. “It’s
always been important to me to have a son. I’ve enjoyed that role. I’ve tried to
pass things on to you.” He cut himself off as a classical guitar version of “O
Little Town of Bethlehem” came on over the sound system around the house, first
faintly drifting in from the parlor, and then sounding louder in the speakers in the
kitchen. He shook his head. “It was important to me to tell you that,” he said.
“Look. I’d like to be kind for the next couple of days. I’d like for us all to be
kind to each other, if we can.”
I tensed. He and I hadn’t really spoken much since I’d started school this
year, and I couldn’t remember any time when he tried to speak with me so
deliberately. “I have to go soon,” he continued. “I have to get back to Brussels.”
“Merry Christmas,” Mother said, marching into the kitchen. She was
dressed in a long skirt and high-heeled boots. Her hair was down and it curled
softly around her shoulders. It wasn’t an outfit she usually chose for the Avery’s
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Christmas party; it was more like something she would wear for a night down in
the City with Judy. Bottles clanged as she yanked open the refrigerator door and
pulled out her unsweetened cranberry juice. She dumped it into the blender and
added a banana, an assortment of seeds and capsules, and a few pinches of green
powder. Her foot tapped vigorously as the motor whirred. Old Donovan shut his
eyes and sighed at the sound. She leaned against the counter and stared towards a
window across the kitchen while she drank her breakfast.
We all sipped at our drinks. It was all anyone was doing in the room. Sip.
Sip. Sip.
“Well,” Mother said, finally. “Won’t somebody talk? I feel like I’ve been
talking to myself all morning.”
Old Donovan took a drag from his cigarette and tapped his ash.
“Well, Linda’s invited some of Derek’s co-workers so you won’t get stuck
talking to him all afternoon,” Mother said. “Isn’t that a relief?”
“You know what I’m going to say here, Gwen,” Old Donovan said.
Mother picked up her drink from the table and sipped it quickly. “You haven’t
entertained the idea of not going to these parties, have you?” Old Donovan asked
her.
“Let’s not talk about this now,” Mother said.
Old Donovan rubbed his forehead. “It’s ridiculous to talk about anything
else.”
Mother drank some of her muddy shake. “Come on. You haven’t even
complimented my outfit yet.” I knew the shirt was one Old Donovan had picked
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up for her in Paris a couple years ago. It was an ivory blouse with flamboyant
cuffs. The collar was flared and wide open, and she had tied a green silk scarf
around her neck as well. “This looks all right, doesn’t it?” she asked.
“Actually, you look beautiful,” I said. Of course it was what she wanted
to hear, and it sure as hell wasn’t kind of Old Donovan to punt that one over to
me. It didn’t count if I said it.
He took another drag of his cigarette and exhaled towards me. When he
said nothing else, Mother huffed.
“Jesus,” Old Donovan said. “This is exactly what I wanted to avoid this
morning.”
Mother sipped her power juice, leaving a purple lipstick smudge on the lip
of the glass. “Is that what you are wearing to the Avery’s today?” she asked Old
Donovan.
He snubbed out his cigarette.
“So. That’s it. No discussion. Another one you’re sending me off to
alone?” she continued.
“Stop putting it that way,” Old Donovan said. “Besides, you’ll have him,
if you have to go.”
“You know what I mean. This is your answer every time. Spend time
apart. Spend time apart. How is that going to solve anything? This is exactly
what I mean about spending time apart.”
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I felt my face go hot red. Old Donovan sighed and it agitated a wheeze in
his chest. He glanced over at me and then back to Mother. “You didn’t hear what
I was saying last night.”
“We always go.”
“There is no fucking way I am going to a party as a family.”
“You’re unbelievable,” Mother said to herself quietly. “Absolutely
unbelievable. We go every year. Can’t we just get through the party season?”
“And you’re talking about New Year’s, too? For God’s sake, Gwen. I’m
talking about reality. What the situation is, not what you want it to look like.”
Mother took another sip of her drink and stared down at the muddy dregs
left in her glass. “It’s not even business taking you away. Don’t tell me about
reality.”
“It’s all business,” Old Donovan said. “Everything I do is business. You
wouldn’t know a damn thing about that.”
“Oh, right. Am I supposed to? Now, suddenly?” She fidgeted by the
butcher block. “One last party to go to together. It’s Christmas. It’s worse if we
don’t go.”
“That’s bullshit. There will be enough people there.”
“I’d rather cancel our dinner plans on Thursday.”
“Thursday?” Old Donovan looked to me and nodded, but I slumped down
and leaned my forearms against the table and began to tune them out. “Do us
favor, Gwen. Cancel everything. It’s the best solution. I’ve been trying to tell
you this. I’m trying to provide a reasonable way forward here.”
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“Forward?” Mother shouted. “You cancel,” she said, grabbing the
cordless phone. She marched across the kitchen towards us. “You tell everyone
what’s going on. I’m sick of always being the one to make excuses. I’ve had it.
You do it.” She slammed the phone down in front of Old Donovan so hard I
thought she busted it right there on the table. “You make all the calls.”
He picked the phone up and pointed it at me. “Let’s get a hold of
ourselves in front of the boy, okay?”
Her eyes were red and her voice caught. “Have you always been this full
of shit?”
Old Donovan stood. “I’m trying to have a conversation with you, but it’s
impossible.”
Mother screamed. “How can you just stand there and talk like that? I’m
not crazy,” she yelled. “It’s not my fault. Don’t stand there and make me sound
like I’m crazy. This isn’t my fault! Don’t make me feel crazy!”
“Stop yelling.” He pointed to me, again. “Quiet down. He’s humming
over there like he has Asperger’s for God’s sake. You’re making us all insane.”
“It’s not my fault!”
I didn’t know I was humming until he mentioned it. I tried to sit up, but I
wasn’t altogether there. I was somewhere else, kneeling, my hands clasped
together, my head hung low, mumbling, repeating the words until the phrases
swung like a bell and deafened the room.
Old Donovan referred to me again. Mother leaned against the island in the
kitchen. He pointed at her and then to me. Tears began to ruin her make-up. She
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tried to speak, but he cut her off. “Enough. I’ve fucking had it. What’s the point,
Gwen? Do what you want. I’m leaving. Today. This is it.”
Mother tried to speak, again, but nothing came out. Finally she got it out.
“I don’t understand.”
“I’m leaving today. I’ve had it. I’m changing my goddamn flight.”
Mother turned and left the room. When she was gone, Old Donovan sat
down and shook his head. He pushed the phone aside and put his arms up on the
table in front of him. He fished out another cigarette and looked at it.
“It’s fucking Christmas,” I said to him. It came out sounding shrill and
high-pitched, which I hated. I wanted to sound like him when I spoke.
He put the cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “I can be on a plane at JFK this
evening. It doesn’t matter what day it is.”
“You know that’s not what I meant.”
He brought the ashtray closer and tapped into it. “You sound like your
mother.” He smoked and smoked and let the silence move toward me like a
cloud, closing around me until I was completely smothered. “I’m not going back
there for work, not right away, at least,” he finally said.
In his years racing crew he had built up a back that still carried him all
these years later. When Mother met him he had the physique of a man her age,
but he had the fierce and wiser mind of a man who had conquered an industry.
He was thinner now, but he was still strong, as if he had condensed and ossified.
“I know you’re only a boy, but I’m going to tell you something you can’t tell your
mother. Can you do that? Make me trust you, son.”
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I stared at him across the table.
“There’s a woman in Brussels.”
I thought I was supposed to do something now, but I had no idea what. I
didn’t want to do anything. I wanted to watch him cough again—cough until his
eyes blistered red and the veins over his brow bulged.
He stood up and stubbed out his cigarette. “Be a man, son. Keep this to
yourself. Can you do that? Think of it as a kind of contract for the holidays. Can
you keep this to yourself? I’m telling you now, because, like I said about the
importance of a son? Well, I want to be upfront with my son.” I nodded, and he
smiled to himself as if he’d just walked some blind man across the street.

Old Donovan was gone by the afternoon and Mother never emerged from
her bedroom upstairs. I holed up in the study, burning my nose and staring at the
phone. I called Father Greg’s office three times but never left a message. I
listened to his voice on the recording and wished it weren’t Christmas. I had no
idea where he was. Eventually, I got up, wandered to the window, and looked out
to the backyard, which, in the moonlight, the gray crust of snow made
moonlike—a frigid, noiseless, static landscape, something like what I imagined
death to be—a landscape where you would inevitably arrive, permanently alone.
Divorce was inevitable, Father Greg had said. But he blamed both my
parents equally. I didn’t believe that: there was nothing Mother or I could do to
shift and assume any of the power in the decisions that were being made. I told
Father Greg that once, and he blew me off and said I was too young to be an
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existentialist. I’d looked it up afterwards and realized Father Greg was wrong,
again. That worried me. Men like Old Donovan and Father Greg construct
reality for the rest of us. What does it mean when men that powerful are wrong?
I cleaned up Old Donovan’s office and walked upstairs. From behind the
closed doors of the master bedroom, I could hear the moaning of her cello suites
drifting through the darkness. She listened to it to remember back to when it was
a partner in her life, the times when she danced and the music swelled in the
theaters. I knocked on her door. She didn’t respond, but I knew she wasn’t
asleep, so I entered. Faint moonlight reached across the room. The long mirror
set into the door to the washroom reflected a shadowy image of the bed, and I
didn’t see Mother until her foot moved across the bedspread. She had not
climbed under the covers. Instead, she had pulled the edge of the comforter off
the floor and rolled it over her so that it hung around her shoulders like a cape.
Her thin, stockinged legs were exposed and tucked up against her chest. She
hadn’t even kicked off her heels.
I walked over and took off each of her shoes. I pulled the comforter and
sheet away from the pillows, and she slumped into position as I tried to move her.
Mother was petite, and in her dead-limbed daze I got a shoulder underneath hers
and lifted her as I pulled the sheets down further. She flopped forward over my
back. Her face was wet and I could feel the moisture through my shirt. She
whimpered quietly, so I knew she wasn’t dead. I got her under the covers and
tried to look away, even though she didn’t seem to care, because as I moved her
down the bed, her skirt bunched and rose up her thigh. I swung her legs up and
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tucked them under the sheets and blankets as quickly as I could, but I still saw her
underwear. Her eyes were unfocused. I probably could have slapped her, and she
wouldn’t have flinched.
I stole one of Mother’s cigarettes from her bedside table and smoked it as I
sat with my back to her. Maybe she would come back to life, if only to yell at me.
It was a woman’s cigarette, one of those long, skinny ones, but it didn’t really
matter what kind of cigarette I smoked. I could have slipped on high heels for
God’s sake: I still would have felt like the man of the house.
I knocked my ashes into the tray on the bedside table. Beside it was a tall
glass of water and a small, plastic bottle of Mother’s sleeping pills. I thought
about taking one myself. I probably needed to be knocked out and dropped into a
long, dreamless, protective cloud of sleep. There were only two pills left,
however. I could have taken them both and Mother never would have known, but
I worried that she needed them more than I did. It only struck me then that I had
no idea how many pills were in the bottle before she took some that night. I
turned around, and pulled back part of the sheets until I found her hand. I
squeezed and to my relief, she squeezed back. She had a weak grip, but there was
life left in it. I was cold, or so I told myself, so I climbed under the covers, too.
I thought of the World Trade Center widows and widowers, and the
process they went through each night, curling up on half-a-bed with the weight of
absence lying beside them. Old Donovan wasn’t dead. He was on his way to
Europe, but he still left her feeling like a widow, and I wondered if, in her
comatose state, she thought I was him, or wanted to believe I was him, filling that
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space beside her. I guess I wanted to be him in some way—someone who had the
luxury of feeling needed.
“Everyone needs someone else,” Father Greg always told me, which is
why I kept working with him at Most Precious Blood. I wasn’t inconsequential to
him. I was important, and I knew it.
And that’s all I had to keep telling myself. I knew all about keeping
something to myself quietly and waiting for someone else to say what should be
said. Old Donovan didn’t have to beg me. In Mother’s bed, I could feel my head
getting dizzy. I’m not disappearing, I thought. I’m useful. Fucking useful.
Fucking you—fuckful.
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Chapter 3
The next day, I decided I’d go find Father Greg when the crowds had left
after Mass. I didn’t want the audience. It was the day after Christmas, the Feast
of Saint Stephen, the day on which from the Gospel of Matthew we hear,
“whoever endures to the end will be saved.” And I would wait for Father Greg.
It was late when I got there, and when the door to the rectory banged shut
behind me, sending a dull echo up and down the stairwell in the entryway, no one
greeted me. The main hall was dim, with only the sconces lit along the walls, and
a plane of light coming from Father Dooley’s office. Father Greg’s office door
was closed, and I worried that he wasn’t around. I took off my coat and hat and
hung them on the standing rack, and Father Dooley shuffled out of the kitchen
across from the offices. Although he was old and stooped, Father Dooley never
admitted to struggling. He still drove one of the parish cars around town, and
refused to accept help unless it was absolutely necessary. I walked over to say
hello, and tried to help him pull down the metal shutters to the service windows.
He waved me off and pulled them down part-way with the crook of his cane.
“What’s going on?” Father Dooley asked me. He rubbed and flexed his
bulbous knuckles. “You’re not due today,” he said.
“I am,” I said.
“You’re back next week, I think.”
He caught me looking over at Father Greg’s door. “I thought I was
working today,” I said.
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“I have the schedule right here.” He pulled a rolled stack of papers from
his back pocket and squinted at them until he found what he wanted. I didn’t
bother to look.
“Is Father Greg here?”
“He’s in a meeting. I haven’t seen him much this afternoon.”
“Can I say hello?”
“Well, not when he’s in a meeting, Aidan. You know that.” He looked
toward Father Greg’s office. “He’s not to be disturbed. I’m sorry you came all
the way out here. You’ll have to head back home.”
“I just got here,” I said.
“I know. I know. There must have been some confusion with the
schedule. I don’t know what to tell you. I’m closing up,” Father Dooley said.
“There’s nothing for us to do today.” He hesitated.
“I’ll wait for Father Greg,” I said. “What else do I have to do? I’m here
now.”
“He’s going to be a while. Catch him over the weekend.”
“I’ll just start logging the Thank You notes in the database. He won’t
mind.” My car had already left and it wasn’t coming back until six and what the
hell would I do if it took me back home? “Just tell him I’m here, okay?” I asked
Father Dooley.
“I can’t go barging in,” he said. “I will not go in there.” He blew out a
long, frustrated sigh. “Aidan, I’m closing up, okay? I’m sorry but you’re going
to have to head back home. We’ll all be in tomorrow.” With his hand behind my
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shoulder he guided me back around to the coat rack. He handed me my coat and
hat and urged me forward until we reached the doorway to the linoleum entryway.
“Head home,” he said softly, but I didn’t like the way he said it. I wasn’t
used to being asked to leave Most Precious Blood.
A phone rang in his office. “I have to get that,” Father Dooley said. “But
I’ll see you over the weekend. Sunday, at least, right?”
“Yeah,” I said.
“I’ll see you then,” Father Dooley said again.
I waited until Father Dooley stepped into his office and the phone stopped
ringing. Instead of heading out to the parking lot, I slipped down the stairs to the
basement. With a kind of hope I didn’t understand, I thought Father Greg might
know I was downstairs—I’d been there before.
At the foot of the staircase, a small, a pale overhead light showed the
cracks and damp blisters in the walls along the long hallway to the storage room.
The gray metal door looked heavier that it really was, and I realized that I’d never
actually opened it before, Father Greg always had. Inside, the naked bulb swung
loosely when I tugged on the chain, and it cast a jaundiced glow around the
entrance of the storage room, the dim light reaching only as far as the workbench
in the middle of the room. Underneath the workbench, the orange coils of the
electric heater glowed, and I knew that Father Greg would be coming down later.
He had set up the room like this before. Father Greg knew how much I needed to
get out of Mother’s house, so I thought he probably expected me. He wouldn’t
push me away.
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The boiler murmured in a dark corner. Banging and hissing pipes
crisscrossed the ceiling—hushing the room. Still clutching my coat and hat, I
walked over to the two small, barred windows in the far wall that looked up into
foxholes in the yard alongside the rectory. Through them, dying afternoon light
faded into the makeshift workshop. Other guys my age would have looked out
this window and gone surfing down the long slope of the icy lawn on cafeteria
trays, but I just waited and let my eyes adjust to the darkness of the basement. I
preferred where I was, in the cold comfort of the shadows. The pipes finally
settled down and in the stillness there was nothing but the heater humming one
long buzzing note. For once, doing nothing seemed like all that was expected of
me. He would be down here soon; there was nowhere else for me to go.
I was still standing under the windows, hidden in the shadows of the metal
shelves, when I heard the door open and Father Greg come in. I was about to
greet him, but he wasn’t alone. A skinny kid with a wild nest of curly hair
followed him towards the workbench. He was younger than me, probably a
middle schooler. He squinted in the dim light, and then I recognized that it was
James, Mother’s friend Sally’s son.
Father Greg held a bottle of scotch in his hand and two glasses. He set
them on the workbench and switched on a small desk light. “This is a man’s
drink,” Father Greg said to James.
“I can take it,” James said.
“I know,” Father Greg said. He poured out a glass for himself and a
smaller one for the boy. He licked his finger after he wiped the drip that slid
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down the bottle. Without standing next to him I knew how scotch smelled on his
breath; I knew the heat; I knew how his breath would soon blast against the
shoulder and move slowly like a hot wind up along the neck to the ear and stay
there, making you wonder if it was ever going to run out.
“We’ve talked about this,” Father Greg said to James. “Sharing things.”
“I know.”
Father Greg took a long swallow of scotch. “This is part of what makes
what we have together so special. It’s only you and me, James—that’s important.
You don’t want them to take that from us, do you?”
“No,” James said.
“I care about you, James. I don’t want to hurt you. You don’t want
anyone to hurt me, do you?”
“No.”
Father Greg backed James up against the workbench. “Take a sip,” he
said and James obeyed. Father Greg watched him and smiled through his thick
mustache. James took another sip and then he swallowed more. “Nobody in the
world can judge you, James. That’s for God to decide.” He patted the surface of
the workbench.
James didn’t hop right up. He stayed put. “I don’t feel well,” James said.
“There’s no one else here,” Father Greg said. “We don’t have to be afraid.
This is all right.”
“I don’t feel well,” James said again. Father Greg wiped some of the
sweat from James’s brow. “I’m sorry,” James said. With one arm Father Greg
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pulled James’s head close to him and hugged him. He drained what was left in
his glass and kissed James on the head.
“It’s all right,” Father Greg said. He put his glass down and slid his hand
up along James’s back.
James said something again but his voice was muffled in Father Greg’s
chest. He tugged and pulled on Father Greg’s shirt and tried to push his way out
of Father Greg’s grip, but Father Greg was more than twice his size. He spun
James around and pinned him to the workbench.
“Don’t disappoint me,” Father Greg said. He reached around James.
“Shhh,” he said over James’s shoulder. He spoke quietly. “I don’t want to see
you cry.” Father Greg’s hands moved down into James’s pants. “You want to do
this right, James,” he said. “I can help you.”
“Please don’t,” James choked out. “No,” he said again and again as Father
Greg shuffled his hands around, unzipped his own fly and moved James’s hand
for him. I couldn’t move. I knew all too well the earthy air that was up around
James now—how potatoes smelled when they boiled in the pot, fell apart, and
turned into mush. I held my jaw tight and clenched my fists as if it were me
sitting on the workbench. I knew how to take it in silence.
“No,” James said again. He whimpered one last time and it was cut short
as Father Greg wrapped a massive hand around his mouth. James swung his arms
out weakly until Father Greg finished and slumped forward over his shoulder.
They were quiet as they readjusted their clothes, James crying slightly as he
fiddled with his belt. He trembled and fumbled with the buckle. Father Greg
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fastened it for him and patted him lightly on the shoulder. They said an Our
Father together, Father Greg leading him through each line, although James
barely spoke. Father Greg made them repeat it until James said the words out
loud, with force, as if he meant it, or at least had calmed down. Then, in silence,
Father Greg switched off the heater and the light and urged James back upstairs
with his hand on James’s back.
I squatted in the dark corner beside the shelves with my knees tucked up
against my chest, pressed up against the wall. James’s stubby fingers had pushed
so uselessly against Father Greg. Father Greg’s arm had wrapped around James,
swallowed him whole, and held James in his unbreakable embrace. Tears slid
down my face, because I hated James, and it wasn’t even his fault. At least he’d
tried to fight back. At least he’d yelled, not just taken it, like I had, and there was
something in the way he had done it that told me he wouldn’t be back.
I hadn’t been able to find that word last year, the first time Father Greg led
me down to the workbench and offered me that first sip of scotch. I had just let
him come up against me as I closed my eyes and sank into myself. Father Greg’s
thumb had pressed up against my Adam’s apple and I had wondered if that was
it—if Father Greg was bringing me right up to the end of my life—but a glow of
pleasure had washed across Father Greg’s face and I felt strange and oddly
important because I knew I had given it to him. I took it, again and again, until it
seemed familiar. He told me how unique I was. How particular. I was the only
one, he said, and I had believed him.
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I sat there, listening to my own teeth chatter until the beams of a car’s
headlights shot through the foxhole window above me. I didn’t know how long I
had been down in the basement. When a horn beeped out in the parking lot, I
knew it was my car returning for me. I couldn’t stand the thought of climbing
into the car and trying to make conversation with the driver, but I had to get the
hell out of there. It beeped again, once.
Still clutching my coat and hat, I ran to the door. It swung open and
smacked against the brick wall in the hallway with a hollow bang that clattered up
through the stairwell. The hallway was dark, but light filtered down the stairwell
from the rectory above. I took the stairs two at a time but came to a stop at the
top.
Father Greg stood in the doorway to the parking lot and looked outside,
one arm holding the door ajar. In the darkness I could see the headlights of the
livery cab shining out towards the lawn in front of the church. I heard a voice in
the parking lot, but it was too far away for me to hear what it said.
“No, I’m terribly sorry,” Father Greg yelled. “He wasn’t here today.” He
turned around and glanced at me. His frame nearly filled the whole doorway. He
wore a wool knit hat, but his overcoat was open and loose, and I noticed that he’d
changed his shirt since he’d been down in the basement with James. Now he
wore a flannel shirt without his Roman collar. He hesitated, but then turned back
to the parking lot. “No. No, he definitely wasn’t here today. Sorry I can’t be of
more help.” Father Greg waved. “That’s right. All the best. Merry Christmas.”
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He pulled the door closed tightly and clicked the lock. “Aidan?” His eyes
were red, and he breathed heavily. “You scared the hell out of me. You’re not
supposed to be here.”
I didn’t say a word.
“What are you doing here?” he asked me. “Were you downstairs?”
“You told my driver I wasn’t here,” I said. “You saw me. You looked
right at me.”
Father Greg folded his arms. “Calm down,” he said. He scratched his
jaw. “We should talk. I’ll drive you home.”
“No,” I said quietly.
Father Greg straightened. “We need to have a talk in my office,” he said.
There was something in his voice I’d never heard before, and it scared me.
“I want to leave,” I said with a little more volume.
Father Greg relaxed his shoulders. He peeled the wool hat from his head
and stuffed it in his coat pocket. He flattened the tussled hairs on his head.
“Aidan, come on,” he said. “You know who you’re talking to here.”
“No,” I said again. I looked out towards the main hall. It was completely
dark now except for a broad pane of light spreading out from Father Greg’s
office.
“The driver said he dropped you off earlier. Have you been down there all
afternoon?” He wiped his face and sighed. “Okay, all right. Calm down. Calm
down, Aidan. Calm down.” His voice had the whoosh and hiss of too many
drinks. He approached me slowly as he spoke, and before I could get myself to
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run into the main hall, he took hold of my arm. I tried to jerk away but I couldn’t
get free from his grip. He marched me through the rectory to his office and shut
the door behind him.
“Have a seat.”
“I don’t want to be here anymore.”
He took my coat and hat from my hands and tossed them on the couch by
the window. He stood in front of his office door as he took off his own overcoat.
“Aidan, Aidan,” he said as he draped it over his desk chair. “Now, look. Just
calm down. We can talk about this.”
He walked me back towards the couch but I wouldn’t sit down. There was
much less scotch in the bottle than there had been earlier and the reading lamp
cast a dull cone of light over a stack of Thank You notes he had written. They
were waiting for me, I realized, to fold, stamp, and send away. Father Greg
moved the bottle and brushed the two rocks glasses aside with the back of his
hand. He leaned back on the edge of the desk and crossed his arms over his shirt
in a way that pulled it taut against his chest.
“Why don’t you take a seat?” he said.
“No,” I said.
“Easy Aidan, easy. Calm down. Just take a seat.”
“No,” I said again louder.
“We are going to talk about this. Now calm down. Nobody told me you
were here. I didn’t know, Aidan.”
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“Father Dooley didn’t tell you?” I asked. Father Greg rubbed his face. “I
thought you expected me. You told me to come. At the party.”
“Aidan, Aidan.”
“I don’t understand anymore,” I shouted.
“Aidan, calm down.”
“I thought it was different with me. I thought I was different—only me.”
“No, no, no. You don’t understand here. You are. You are. Let me
explain, Aidan.”
I stepped towards the door, but Father Greg grabbed my arm and threw me
back. I fell onto the couch. “Enough,” Father Greg shouted. He leaned back
against his desk and rubbed his face. “Just stay seated while we think about all
this.”
I was quiet while I tried to catch my breath. Father Greg stared at his feet.
He nodded to himself. “You don’t want to go home. That’s not what you want,
right? You know that.”
I said nothing.
Eventually he looked up at me. “You are going to be okay.”
“You always say that.”
“Because it is true, Aidan. It is.”
“No,” I said. “You lied.”
“No. That’s not right. Let me explain this all to you.”
“You lied.”
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“No. I haven’t.” Father Greg said. His voice sounded younger—
pleading. “I need you to understand me.” He moved closer and leaned over me.
He spoke softly, hovering just over my head. “Shhh. Shhh. Hold on. You know
who you are talking to here. I’ve never lied to you. Shhh. I care too much about
you, you know that. Shhh. Shhh.” He wiped his face with his hand and pulled
on all the sagging skin. “There. Settle down, now. Good. Just breathe awhile.
Good. Yes, good.” He reached up to my face and wiped at my tears with his
thumb. He pressed against my cheek and rubbed right down into the corner of my
mouth. “You are special, Aidan,” he said softly. “Don’t forget how much I care
about you. We just need to remember this. We can understand, right?” His hand
went around the back of my head and clutched my hair. He tugged gently. “You
were a little older.” The cloth of his shirt sleeve covered my eyes. His sweat.
Hushed, scotch-stinking breath. I trembled like I did the first time I had been with
Father Greg and was crushed by his weight.
After a moment he continued. “You’ve never told anybody, have you?
You’ve never said anything, have you?”
I shook my head.
“You know what they would do to me?” he continued. “You don’t want
them to hurt me, do you?”
He leaned back and I saw the wall beyond him, again, and the pictures on
it of his worldly travels, El Salvador, Kenya, Senegal, Cambodia, the people, the
children, smiling around him. Father Greg stood and smiled down at me. He
touched my forehead with the back of his hand. “You’re on fire, Aidan,” he said.
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“You’re shaking. Let me get you a glass of water.” His hand felt icy. I couldn’t
feel it again. I could only think of it going around James’s mouth and then down
and around him, down into him, or down into me.
Father Greg stepped beside the desk. I looked again at the bottle of scotch
on his desk, and Father Greg followed my glance. “Are you okay?” he asked. I
nodded. “I guess that’d be good. We’ll both have a little. We understand each
other?” I nodded again and Father Greg relaxed his shoulders. He smiled again
and poured out two glasses, a smaller one for me. We swallowed quickly and I
stared down into my empty glass. There were tears in my eyes and I squeezed at
the glass. “Easy,” Father Greg said, again, and I listened to that tone shift in his
voice, again. I squeezed at the glass with both hands and shook. “Aidan.
Please.”
When he reached for my shoulder, I smashed the glass down against the
edge of his desk. It exploded. Father Greg shouted in surprise. “Oh my God.
Aidan.” There was something frantic and terrified in his face. “What are you
doing?” Shards of glass were strewn across the desk and scattered around our
feet. I backed away and it wasn’t until I saw all the blood in my hand that I felt
the pain.
Father Greg grabbed my arm before I moved further away. He repeated
my name again and again with panic. He pulled me closer to the desk as he
opened drawers. I wiped my hand down on the desk and the notes and shouted at
the pain.
“Please,” Father Greg begged. “Let me help you.”
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He dragged me to the door and pulled me out into the main hall of the
rectory. Father Greg led me across the dark hall towards the kitchenette as I
sobbed. “Please,” he said again. “Let me take care of you.” I coughed and tried
to pull away, but Father Greg’s grip was too strong. He had no other directions
for me, no more words. He pulled a tea towel from the drawer and soaked my
hand beneath a faucet. He repeated my name, over and over, as if it were all he
had left to hold onto—that and my arm I tried to pull free. I grunted. He looked
at my hand and tried to examine it for glass, but I kept tugging back. My hand
still bled quickly and I turned it and wiped at Father Greg’s sleeve—the pain
burned again. “Aidan,” Father Greg shouted.
In response, there was a shout from the other side of the counter, from the
main hall. “Greg!” The bright overhead lights flashed on, and Father Dooley
made his way across the hall from his office towards the kitchenette. “What the
hell is going on here?”
Father Dooley leaned over the counter and pointed at Father Greg. He
said nothing else for a moment, but looked down at my hand. “He’s cut himself,”
Father Greg said.
Father Dooley stared at Father Greg. “What is going on?”
“Aidan’s here. He cut himself. He’s. I’m trying to help.” Father Greg
dabbed at my hand again with the towel and then wrapped it tightly.
“Oh, Greg,” Father Dooley said. “Oh, Greg.”
“No, no. No it’s not.”
“Shut up,” Father Dooley snapped.
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“Why didn’t you tell me he was here today,” Father Greg yelled.
“Stop talking. You’re sick, Greg. You’re not well.” He trailed away and
shook his head. “Aidan,” he said softly.
“No, no. He’s cut himself.”
“Greg! Enough!” Father Dooley said. “Aidan,” he continued. “Please
don’t be afraid. Nothing else is going to happen.” He waited for me. “Please,”
he said. “Come here.” Father Greg began again, but Father Dooley cut him off.
“Damn it Greg. This is too much.” Father Dooley beckoned me. “Come here,
Aidan.” Father Greg was about to speak, but he hesitated. His grip slackened and
then he finally let go of me. “Everything is going to be okay,” Father Dooley
continued. “Please, Aidan. Come here. Come here, right now.”
I stepped forward, out of the kitchenette, but as Father Dooley gestured for
me, I ran. I ran out through the rectory to the driveway, and down to the
sidewalk. The snow-covered lawns looked like a desert. Ornamental bushes
became cacti casting hazy shadows across the sand and dust, and I was out there
in it like some creature seen only by the light of the moon, wide-eyed, loping
through the yards, a pale shadow passing through town.
Blood caked in my hands and dried in sinewy brown threads around my
wrist. It was mine, I was sure, cut from the bottle, but somehow it felt like his,
like he was reaching out, grabbing me, and pulling me back. The wind howled
around me and in it I thought I heard his hushed breath whispering at my neck. I
wanted it all gone. I stuffed my hand in a snow bank and the cold bit at my skin,
but eventually it stopped the bleeding. I screamed to keep his voice out of my

63

head. The louder I yelled the less I could hear anything—even the wind in my
ears. I kept running. The moon was low, hovering just above the tree tops. It
burned an orange ring through the clouds as they passed beneath it. It was a
bright eye blinking down at me, receding further and further into the night.
After a while my throat went raw and my face stung with the chill. I
found myself standing, shivering, in the pale glow beneath a Mobil sign. I had
left the church without my coat, gloves and hat. The smell of gasoline cut
through the air. I realized I had walked out of town and was near an onramp to
the highway. Across the street a few cars were parked in the lot outside a Roy
Rogers. It wasn’t all that late, but there were only a few people inside. My teeth
clacked uncontrollably, and I couldn’t hold my hands still. I went into the Mobil
Mart and walked up and down the aisles a few times. I bought a burrito and an
Irish Crème coffee. I warmed up the burrito and watched it grow in the yellow
glow of the microwave.
The attendant didn’t give a shit about me. She sat behind the counter on
the other side of the Mobil Mart talking on her cell phone. I wasn’t even sure
there was someone on the other end of the line, she just kept going and going. I
took my burrito and coffee over to the window and used a short tower of beer
cases for a table. Cars whipped by up on I-95. Thoughts charged all around my
head, and I kept picturing little objects in Father Greg’s office: the small portrait
of St. Augustine on the wall near the couch, the snow globe that sat on the green
ink blotter on the desk, the dull copper studs that ran along the seams of the
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leather couch—the little things I had stared at so many times, focused on, and
known the texture of.
A white bus pulled off the highway and rumbled down the road. It
bounced into the parking lot across the street and dropped off its passengers.
They got in line behind the counter inside the restaurant. Another cup of coffee
would have done me good, too, or a tab of No-Dose, like truckers pop as they
floor it across the country in the dead of night. I wasn’t tired but I was afraid of
who would find me when I finally did get tired. If I closed my eyes even for a
minute somebody could grab me in my sleep. I needed someplace into which I
could burrow down and find the space to breathe.
I didn’t have any more money so I went over to the ATM machine. The
bus from across the street pulled up in front of the diesel pump. On the side of the
bus, bright green and red Chinese characters were painted around a blue sign with
double arrows pointing to New York and Boston: the express bus even more
rundown than Greyhound. The bus was empty except for the driver. He hopped
out and began filling the tank. He lit a cigarette, sucked at it quickly, and stamped
it out without taking more than three or four drags. He came into the Mobil Mart
and went straight to the bathroom. Everybody else was still over at the Roy
Rogers.
I withdrew as much money as I could, twice. I kept looking over my
shoulder thinking the driver was going to come out of the bathroom while the
cash shuffled out of the machine. I ran out and hopped on the bus and when I
looked out from the coach I could see the driver buying cigarettes at the counter.
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The back of the bus had a cramped closet of a bathroom and I snuck in. It
smelled like somebody had just taken a leak in there, only he’d sprayed down the
whole room and gotten it everywhere except the pot. Strands of toilet paper stuck
to the walls in dissolving clumps. The door didn’t have a lock either—it stayed
shut by hooking a bungee cord around the handle and stretching it over another
handle along the wall. I wondered if the driver had seen me. There wasn’t a
window, so I just stood there until the bus finally started and lurched forward.
The bus stopped again and I heard people climbing back onboard. I stayed
in the bathroom until it rolled down the road and onto the highway. Once it had
been cruising for a while, I opened the door. The bus was still mostly empty.
People dozed in their seats. I sat down near the bathroom, and hugged myself
tightly as the bus slowly warmed. It was heading south. The engine hummed and
the tires zoomed a rip-and-thumping beat along the road. The seats smelled like
Windex and Bounce and some fruity bubble-gum air-freshener, but nothing felt
clean. They all blended together into a slick, invisible gasoline that ignited, and
when I breathed it in, I felt terrifyingly propelled—hurtling forward towards
nothing.
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Chapter 4
The highway was swallowed by the City as the expressway dipped down
between high concrete walls and sluiced through the neighborhoods. Eventually,
the bus came to a stop at a clustered corner beneath a massive iron and steel
bridge. Every sign hanging over doorways or taped to storefront windows was
written in Chinese. Passengers filed off the bus, but I pretended to sleep, not sure
what to do. “New York City,” the bus driver said. He shook my shoulder. I kept
my eyes forced shut as he shook me again. He yelled at me in Chinese and tried
again in broken English. “Wake up,” he said and pointed to the door. “New York
City.” He repeated himself and smiled even though he shouted.
The crowd closed in around me on the sidewalk and I tumbled through,
shoulders squished against other bodies, until it spit me out further down the
block, where it smelled of fish and gasoline. Strings of dim lights hung above the
produce in the stalls of an open air market along the curb. Across the street,
sparks showered and bounced off the floor of an auto-repair garage. People
screamed and shouted over each other everywhere. I was bumped and ignored.
My nose hurt in the cold, and no matter how much I wiped at it with the sleeve of
my sweatshirt or the collar of my T-shirt, I couldn’t clear the snot from my lip.
I thought of Father Greg’s Roman collar and the time he took it off in the
car as he drove me home one night. He asked if I was okay, why I wanted a ride
home, for once. He had offered before, and although I’d wanted it, I’d never
taken it because I’d been too embarrassed to say so. But that night I’d said yes
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and wanted Mother and Old Donovan to see Father Greg driving me up to the
house. I wanted them to notice—look, here’s someone who gives a shit. Of
course neither of them had been home. Only Elena had stood in the doorway and
watched me climb out of the parish Town Car. I’d hated myself that night, as I
imagined what I must have looked like while I stood on the stoop with her hand
on my shoulder and I watched him pull away. I hated myself again as I felt his
eyes pursuing me through the warren of streets in Chinatown—I hated myself for
not hating him.
When I got to Broadway, I bought gloves and a hat from two Caribbean
men with a little folding table overflowing with inexpensive clothing and purses.
Further downtown I bought a coat and kept walking. Of course I had been to the
City before, I knew many of the neighborhoods by name, knew enough of the
streets to pick them out on map, but I had never been to the City on my own. I
wanted to sink deeper. I passed City Hall, St. Paul’s churchyard, and then
wandered downhill on Fulton towards the river, where I knew I could stare down
into another pit, and join the pilgrimage of people wanting to see the empty
wreckage of Ground Zero.
Giant floodlights blazed over the chain-link fence interwoven with
handcrafted shrines to the dead, and the barren, gray expanse beyond it. I peered
through the holes in the tarp behind the chain-link fence. A few motionless backhoes and other construction vehicles were parked haphazardly in kind of still-life
of confusion, and I wanted them to move and get to work, to clean and
reconstruct, to rebuild and piece everything back together, but of course nothing
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could happen that quickly—not yet. Dusty tracks of blood still wound around my
fingers. I stared down at my hands as if they belonged to someone else. With
tears in my eyes I shook the fence and let sounds bubble in my throat until I
realized other pedestrians along the sidewalk were staring at me. They were
waiting in line to stand on the bridge that spanned the pit. I was too afraid to join
them.
Black construction netting covered the entire wall of a nearby building
like a giant mourning shroud and as I stared at it, an air of violence swept over
me. Everything came back to me in flickering bursts: the warm shade of the desk
lamp; the green ink blotter; glass exploding; Father Greg pressing a tea towel into
my hand; a bloody swipe across his shirt. Father Dooley called to me, but
somehow it felt like he had been calling to someone else, a stranger. I thought
about how that unknown other-me needed to fly to Brussels and bash Old
Donovan in the goddamn nose. Give it to him right in the teeth. Stuff him full of
Mother’s pills to make him sleep it off, and when he woke, give it to him all over
again. Do it twice a week for months on end while telling him how good he is—
how special. Still give a big friendly wave to all the neighbors with the other
hand. Stand above him and nod while he caught his breath. Tell him he is
forgiven; tell him God has forgiven—what did that word even mean anymore?
I could still hear Father Greg speaking to me from across his office desk
on those afternoons when we were first getting to know each other. “Psalms
27:10, ‘When my father and mother forsake me, then God will take me up.’
Matthew 28:20, ‘I am with you always, even to the end of age.’” Then he was up
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and around his desk, perched on the edge of it, leaning forward, his breath close to
me. He reminded me that God worked through him and that he would in no way
abandon me. Love, like faith, is being sure of what we hope for, Father Greg had
said, and I believed I was loved. Isn’t that why I held him in my hand? After a
while he didn’t have to direct me. I did what I knew he wanted because it gave
me proof I wasn’t alone. I’d watch his head tilt back, there’d be a sharp intake of
breath; he’d groan. I’d delivered him that moment, and I wanted what he
promised: that I would be taken care of. I thought that was love.
Staring up into the floodlights over Ground Zero I wondered why I hadn’t
noticed what had been really going on with Father Greg. Why hadn’t anyone
noticed? The truth doesn’t always have to get smashed into us for us to recognize
it, does it? Sometimes it must come more slowly, like reading a book through the
afternoon until the sunlight completely dissipates, the window goes dark, and a
lamp is all that is left lighting the room, and you wonder why you didn’t realize
until it was completely dark that the lamp had been on all day. There is sunlight
and the lamp: nobody notices the goddamn lamp until it is all that’s left. I didn’t.
I wandered through the barricaded downtown Manhattan streets avoiding
the clusters of National Guard soldiers around the financial buildings. It was Old
Donovan territory and I pictured him sitting at a desk near one of the windows
high up in the office towers peering out over the glowing city beneath him—
lording over the landscape and seeing nothing within it. I found a quiet, cobblestoned street and tucked myself into what looked like an old, unused, brick
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doorway. I held myself in a ball, but never really fell asleep. The machinery of
sirens, brakes and hissing hydraulics crept inside me like the cold air.

In the morning, as I wandered north, I admitted that I didn’t have any
other real option. I needed Elena. I’d never been to her home before, but I knew
her address and subway stop from countless conversations, and it was late
afternoon when I finally mustered the energy to descend the stairs of the subway
pavilion at Union Square and look for the 4 train to the Bronx. Everywhere,
packs of three or four National Guard soldiers stood in their spread-eagled stances
with their guns strapped to their shoulders and the barrels pointed towards the
ground. They scanned the crowds stoically and made me more nervous. Any one
of us could have dropped a backpack and run; any one of us could have felt the
breath sucked right out of him as the station exploded. The more of them I passed
in the subway station, the more they terrified me.
It was twilight when the train finally shuttled along the elevated train
tracks in the South Bronx—the day had nearly slipped away completely. Rows of
little green tubs, filled with myriad flowers, sat on a tiered platform outside the
corner store at the foot of the stairs beneath the Washington Avenue station.
Meringue played from a radio on the top shelf and the attendant stared up at me
with a hesitant glance as I approached. Eyes were on me from every direction. I
bought an armload of flowers and marched towards Undercliff without getting my
change.
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At the next corner, a man in a yellow sport coat stood on his own amplifier
and shouted into a microphone, screaming that all the homosexuals and feminists
were going to hell, days were short, and judgment was upon us. “The truth,” the
street preacher roared, “Will set you free.” A sandwich board leaned against his
amplifier. It depicted a desert with a fiery canyon and hundreds of bodies falling
down into the blaze. I couldn’t follow all the words, but his list of sinners and
lost souls was long, and while I waited for the light to change, I wondered if all
people, by some association or another, weren’t on that list somewhere. All that
hate seemed to beckon hell—not keep us from it. That’s all that was necessary to
conjure hell up into our neighborhoods and homes. It didn’t require bombs or
planes or armies. All that was needed was a voice with confidence,
deliberateness, and a claim that God anointed him to destroy people.
Undercliff curled away from the bustling neighborhood near the train and
wound around the foot of a large hill clustered with old clapboard houses. Like
the other houses along the hill, Elena’s house had a garage that stood a few yards
back from the sidewalk and a stone staircase climbed a steep slope up to the front
stoop. Two stories rose above the front door, and it looked like a little lighthouse
on a precipice, if a lighthouse could be cube with an A-frame roof. Even in
December the three-tiered garden embedded in the slope beside the stairs was
colorfully alive. Ivy clung to the rocks and evergreen shrubs.
From inside the house, the voice of a swaying balladeer gently rocked. I
held my breath and rang the bell. Teresa answered. I recognized her immediately
from the pictures Elena had shown me. She was two years ahead of me in school.
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A naked strip of scalp divided her perfectly parted hair that fell over her
shoulders, but I fixed my eyes on her vibrant sneakers. She crossed one foot over
the other as she leaned on the handle of the wooden door.
“Oh, my God. What are you doing here?” She looked at the flowers
skeptically, and I remained silent. “You okay?”
“I’ve seen your picture,” I said. “You were on the volleyball team this
fall.”
She looked at me with a confrontational smile. “Yeah, I’ve seen yours,
too,” she said. “You always look like someone just died.” She cocked her head
over her shoulder and yelled up the stairs behind her. “Mami, your other boy is
here.” Teresa turned back to me. “She’s on vacation, you know.”
“I know. I just have these,” I said as I held up the bundle of flowers.
Elena came down the flight of stairs from the second floor wearing a snug
sweater and powder-puff, fuzzy slippers. She beamed and her familiar smile
comforted me, but I could see the anxiousness in her eyes. “Tere, step back. Let
him in.”
“Bienvenido al Bronx,” Teresa said with sarcasm.
I squeezed past her, and Elena quickly embraced me. She held me for a
while. “M’ijo.” I could feel Teresa staring at my back. I began to release myself,
but Elena hugged tighter. She only let go after Teresa pushed by us.
Elena tut-tutted and drew me by the arm into the living room. The smell
of sizzled onions was in the air. The crooner’s song ended and a more bubbly
meringue began as I surveyed the couch, the armchair, and the tall, freestanding
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birdcage by the stereo cabinet. A small forest of plants surrounded the front
window that looked down onto Undercliff Avenue. A large painting of Mother
Mary hung on the wall over the armchair. The gold disc of her halo glimmered
faintly, and although her head was humbly pitched down, her eyes looked
askance, as if she peered out into the house. Round and bright, they followed me
around the room.
“What a surprise,” Elena said. She was nervous. “Are you here alone?”
“Yes.”
“I don’t know what to say.”
“How about why are you here?” Teresa said as she leaned against the
doorway to the kitchen.
I handed Elena the oversized bunch of flowers. “Happy Holidays,” I said.
“Feliz Navidad. I never gave you a present.”
Elena gripped the hem of her sweater. “What a surprise,” she said again.
“Gracias. Gracias.” Her hair was down, too, and it made her look younger. “I
wouldn’t have expected you to give me anything.”
“And come down to here to do it,” Teresa added.
I nodded and wished I had thought of something more to say when I
arrived, something to whisk away their questions. I had the urge to speak only in
facts. This is a birdcage. There are two birds. Yes, one is blue and one is yellow.
“Tere,” Elena said handing her my flowers. “Find a place for these.”
“Did you buy the place out?” Teresa asked me.
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Teresa took the flowers and stepped into the kitchen. She banged around
the cupboards as Elena walked me around the couch and sat me down. “M’ijo,”
she said with a sad smile. “I’m happy to see you.” She hugged me again and then
sat back. “Why didn’t you call to tell me you were coming?” she asked. “Your
mother,” she began, but she trailed off. She sighed and looked towards the front
window, a dark wall now, speckled only with a few dots of light from other
windows down the hill and the faint orange glow from the street lamp down by
the intersection. “I am confused,” Elena said.
“Me, too,” I said softly. I wanted to lean on her, again, but wondered how
weird it would be to continue doing that in her house. We were quiet for a
moment, like we were watching TV together up in my bedroom, eating dinner on
little folding tables. Elena grabbed my hand and patted it gently. There was
something so warm about Elena’s house, I felt snowed in, and when Teresa
marched back in I could have pictured her carrying two steaming mugs of hot
chocolate, not the vase cramped and bursting with my flowers. If I could only
spend a night or two here.
Teresa set the vase on the coffee table and looked at her mother. “No boy
ever came here to give me flowers,” she said with her hand on her hip. Elena
smiled up at her. “Caz,” Teresa went on. “That boy wouldn’t even know where
to buy some flowers even though he lives right next to the store.”
“Aidan is not a Caz,” Elena said.
“Don’t I know,” Teresa said. “I’ve heard how wonderful you are,” she
said to me.
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Elena had told me about Teresa’s successes at St. Catherine’s, too. Out of
the three children, Teresa was the only one Elena talked about much, but maybe
that was because she was the only one I’d ever really asked about. Watching
Teresa rock her hips as she talked to me and her mother, I realized how much I’d
dreamed she was this beautiful. It was her freckles that clinched it, those darker
dots against the buttery roux of her skin. I recognized her attractiveness with a
kind of vague hunger—I liked girls. I had loved a man. I took off my hat and
rested my head against the back of the couch.
“Okay,” Elena said. She stood and wiped her hands down her hips.
“Tere, go add another place at the dinner table.”
“You’re staying for dinner?” Teresa asked me.
“Yes,” Elena answered. She snapped her fingers and took my coat and hat
from me. She held them in the air. “These are new,” she said disapprovingly.
She plopped back down on the couch with the coat in her lap. “M’ijo,” she said
softly. “This is not okay. How did you get down here?”
“Thanks for letting me stay for dinner.”
“What is your mother going to say?”
“Please don’t make me leave.”
“No,” she said as she pulled me close. “I’m happy you came to me.”
My head sank into her. The edge of her sweater’s neckline itched at my
eye. “I’m sorry,” I said. I shook out a few tears and held back everything else I
could.
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Voices mumbled on the stoop and the screen door wheezed open. I broke
from Elena’s embrace so quickly I startled her. She still held my coat in her lap
when Candido let his youngest child, Mateo, run into the room. Mateo bounced a
basketball once. “Hey,” Candido shouted after him. They both stopped and
looked at me. Mateo backed up and pressed into his father’s jeans.
“We have a guest,” Candido said glancing from me to Elena.
Elena walked over to her husband and kissed him on the lips. “There’s
room for one more,” she said in English. “Javi has to work tonight. He can’t
come.”
Candido nodded. “Why is he here?” he asked in Spanish. “What’s
wrong?”
“He speaks Spanish,” she replied as she hung my coat on a peg near the
foot of the stairs.
“I forgot,” Candido said. He smiled. “Lo siento,” he said to me. He took
his time hanging up his own leather jacket.
“Aren’t you still on vacation?” Mateo asked Elena.
Elena shushed Mateo and pushed him forward. “This is the boy whose
family I work for,” she said.
“I know,” Mateo said. We awkwardly shook hands over the arm of the
sofa.
Candido came up behind him and I stood to take his hand. “I’ve heard a
lot about you,” Candido said. He had a belly that spilled over his belt, but he was
taller than I had pictured him, and he made the room seem smaller and more
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cramped. He and Elena exchanged glances. “Welcome to our home,” he added.
He excused himself and took Mateo upstairs to wash before dinner. The
floorboards groaned beneath his feet.
“It’s nice to have you here.” She squeezed my arm and jogged after them.
I dropped back onto the couch and stared at the ceiling, not wanting to
bring my head back down and make eye contact with Mary. I closed my eyes and
listened to Candido and Elena’s voices upstairs. It was hard to hear exactly what
they were saying, especially with the radio playing a few feet away from me, but I
didn’t have to hear the words, I only had to hear their chatter to know they were
used to talking over each other and listening at the same time. I heard my name,
but it didn’t concern me. I was at Elena’s house, and without Mother and Old
Donovan around there was no one to make us nervous.
“Hey,” Teresa said. She hovered next to me, behind the couch. “Don’t
fall asleep. You just got here.” She shook my shoulder.
“What’s for dinner?” I asked.
“Not what she cooks at your house.” She came around the couch and sat
down next to me.
“She makes this chicken, red bean and rice dish sometimes, if it’s just me
and her for dinner. It’s the best,” I said.
“You mean, like, her Dominican food?”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“I don’t know it,” Teresa said, playing with the little gold cross on her
necklace.
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“Does she teach you any recipes?”
“Irish stew. Lasagna. Other soups and chili. You know, stuff we can
pick at all week.”
“Oh, yeah.”
“But one time she showed me how to make Lengua Picante, and Lambi
Quisado.”
“Those sound cool,” I said, hoping I could get out of this conversation.
“She never made those at my house.”
“Yeah, I’m just playing,” Teresa said. “She never made those here,
either.”
I laughed uneasily.
“But my friends love coming here to eat. We’ll do our homework, and
then I’ll heat up some leftovers. They all know how good a cook she is.”
“She could work in a restaurant.”
“Yeah,” Teresa nodded. “She should.”
Her glare challenged me, and I nodded in agreement. There had been
plenty of nights growing up I had fantasized that Elena was my actual mother. I
had come to envy Javier, Teresa, and Mateo, thinking they were lucky to have
such a devoted and caring mother, but as Teresa stuck her nose down into one of
the bunches of flowers, I wondered if she felt differently about Elena. She’d seen
her mother less than I had, for God’s sake.
“These must have been crazy expensive,” she said, sullenly.
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It had been the wrong gift to the wrong person. It frightened me to realize
how much I knew about her mother, and that there was no way for me to share it
with her. It was easier to pretend all my memories with Elena didn’t exist.
Teresa turned the vase in a circle. “I can just picture that guy down there trying to
wrap these all up, being like, what’s up with this crazy kid.”
“I should have gotten more. I should have gotten some for you, too.”
“Oh my God, did you just say that?” She laughed and shook her head.
“Damn, I thought you were supposed to be shy?” She had the most devious and
alluring smile, as if she knew something I didn’t and was waiting for me to catch
on. Maybe it was just like her laugh, not meant to be seductive, but simply open,
saying something like, Hey, buddy. Relax, already. Tranquilo. She put her hand
down on my thigh and smiled. “Why don’t you help me fill the water glasses for
dinner?”
“Yeah, of course,” I said, standing up quickly. I was as surprised as she
was that I had said what I had said. It felt good though, and safe, but I wanted to
get busy doing something before I blew it and said something stupid. In the
kitchen, she handed me the glasses and talked about her classes at St. Catherine’s.
It was good to be a senior, she kept saying. Her whole life was going to change in
just a few months, and she was excited. She wanted to face it head on. I was
jealous: I admired her.
Before we could eat, the Gonsalves family and I gripped hands around the
table, the hot food only a foot away, tempting us. My hands were in Elena and
Teresa’s. The food was blessed and God was thanked that I could join them. I
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hazarded a blink, and opened my eyes: steam rose off the plates in the dim air,
wavering to the incantatory tone of Candido’s voice, thanking the Lord for His
guidance and his strength. I couldn’t follow along with Candido, because I had
my own prayer, and although they usually felt so empty, just chants to beat away
the pain, I had something I wanted to shout: Christ, leave me alone with this
family. I closed my eyes again as Candido ended the prayer. “En el nombre del
Padre, del Hijo, de la Espiritu Santo, amen.”
Elena sat between her boys, Mateo to her right, and me, in Javier’s seat, to
her left. She cut her meat delicately, taking her time, as Candido talked to his
children. She occasionally offered some advice, but she mostly ate in silence,
smiling. We all listened to Mateo explain how his coach never gave him playing
time. When he did get to play, he choked—he wasn’t used to the pressure.
“Confidence doesn’t come out of nowhere,” Candido said. “Confidence
comes out of a lot of practice, a lot of trial and error. You got to work hard to
build confidence. Right, Aidan? Tell him what happens when you get to high
school. It only gets tougher, right?”
“Actually, I don’t know much about the game.”
“At your height? You don’t play?”
“No, sir. Never did. I used to run with the cross-country team, but I
didn’t join this year.”
“You hear that?” Candido said to the rest of his family, laughing. “Sir. I
like that. This kid knows something about respect,” Candido said, raising his
eyebrows and nodding.
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“That’s what Coach is always telling us,” Mateo said. “We don’t win
because we don’t listen to him. We don’t respect him.”
“You know what?” Candido said. “That’s different. Coach Carney is an
idiot.”
“Candi,” Elena hushed.
“He is. What kind of a stupid play did he try to run in that game against
St. Mike’s?”
“I know!” Mateo shouted with a wad of pork bulging in his cheek.
“Candido Gonsalves,” Elena scolded.
Candido slapped five under the table with his son. He winked at Elena.
She smiled back.
“What’s that lesson you were getting at before, Papi?” Teresa asked.
“Play a team sport to learn how to be indignant?”
Candido stuffed a forkful in his mouth and chomped it slowly. “Mira la
pequena maestra. You can add something to this conversation after you’ve come
and watched one of your brother’s games.”
Teresa sighed with what seemed habitual melodrama. “Jesus Christ, Papi.
Always with the guilt.”
“Eh! Watch your mouth,” Candido said in Spanish. “There are rules in
this house.”
Elena reached across the table in front of me and touched her daughter’s
arm. “Please. Listen to your father,” Elena said in Spanish.
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When we were finished eating, Elena grabbed my plate and stacked it on
top of hers. Candido leaned back in his chair, threw his napkin on the table, and
picked his teeth with his tongue. Before Elena could reach for the others, I stood
and asked if I could clear the plates. I couldn’t stand the thought of Elena
slipping on her rubber gloves in her own house. Everything seemed upside down
anyway. Why couldn’t I do the damn dishes for once? Elena waved me off.
“Please,” I said. “I want to. I want to do something.”
Candido sniffed.
“There’s no need,” Elena began, but I ignored her. I stacked the rest of the
plates and brought them over to the sink.
“We’ll make an assembly line,” Teresa said, grabbing the dish with the
leftover kale.
“Whoa,” Candido boomed. “She lifts a finger.”
Teresa bumped him with her hip as she walked past him to the sink, and
he laughed until the phone rang. “Don’t anybody answer it,” Candido said.
“We’re still eating. We haven’t had dessert.”
Elena hung her head and sighed. The answering machine picked up after
four rings. I snapped the rubber gloves over my hands as the message began.
“Elena? It’s Father Dooley, again. I’m more than a little worried, now. Have
you still not seen him? He’s still missing. Please call me as soon as you get this.
I’m still with Gwen. She is about to call the police. Please. Call me before we
do.” I couldn’t listen to more. He asked Elena to call him immediately, but he
didn’t leave his office number. He left my home phone number.
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My back was to the rest of the room, and I couldn’t bring myself to turn
around. I just stood against the sink, gripping the edge.
“What the hell is going on?” Teresa said. She stepped back towards the
table.
“This is what I was talking about,” Candido said. “I said something was
seriously wrong.”
“I know,” Elena said.
“What is going on?” Candido yelled. “What did he mean, again? Again
what?” Elena shook her head. He turned to me. “What is going on, Aidan?
What did you do?”
“He hasn’t done anything,” Elena said in Spanish.
“How do you know?” Candido’s chair squeaked against the floor as he
pushed it back and stood.
“He wouldn’t.”
“You don’t know that.”
“Yes I do,” Elena yelled back. “Yes I do.” She stepped between me and
Candido. When I turned around, he reached beside her and grabbed the cordless
from the wall. “He hasn’t done anything,” Elena pleaded. “It’s his parents. I’ve
told you before. Look at him. What could he do?” She reached for the phone.
“Let me call Mrs. Donovan.” She turned to me and lifted her hand to my cheek.
“M’ijo. It’s okay. It’s okay. You’ll be okay.”
I slumped over her, letting her embrace me. Her kids stared at me. “Don’t
worry,” I wanted to tell them, “She has enough for all of us.”
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Mateo sulked and Elena turned us around so she could see him. I hung on
to her, the rubber gloves leaving wet streaks across her back. “Dime,” she said to
Mateo. She made it sound so easy in Spanish. Tell it to me. Just tell it, will you?
“Is he a criminal?” Mateo asked.
“Callate la boca,” she said, but it sounded generous not diminishing. She
took the phone from her husband and stood in the doorway to the living room.
“Tell me,” Candido said to Elena more softly. “What did he mean, again?
You knew about this?”
“I’m sorry,” Elena said with her back to us. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t
have. He wasn’t here when Father Dooley called before. Then he came.” She
wiped at her face. “He came to me.”
“Eh, Mami?” Teresa said. “You knew and kept it a secret from us?
What?” She pushed my shoulder. “You think you can buy my Mami, rich boy?
Come in here with your flowers and your mopey-ass face. Go get your own
Mami, rich boy.” She hit me again.
“Tere!” Elena yelled, but Candido stepped over and grabbed Teresa’s arm.
“Okay, okay. That’s enough,” he said without much force. He stepped between
us and pointed at me. “Are you bringing trouble into my home?”
“Please,” Elena said. “This is my fault. Please. He didn’t do anything.
He just left home. He’ll go back. He’ll go back tonight. Please. Let me call
Mrs. Donovan.”
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Elena paced by the sink as she spoke on the phone. We could all hear
Mother’s shrill invectives screaming through the earpiece. “No, Ma’am,” Elena
got out occasionally.
Elena put the phone out to me, but I didn’t want to take it. I held it in my
hands and looked down at it. “Honey?” Mother squeaked across the distance.
“Honey?” I put the phone to my ear. “Are you safe?”
“I’m with Elena.”
“I know that, but, honey, are you safe?” Her voice was raw. “Are you
okay?”
“Of course,” I said. “I’m with Elena.”
“I know. I know. I know you’re with Elena, but you were missing!”
“No. I left.”
“You were missing. Can you imagine what I was thinking? Father
Dooley has offered to come down to pick you up. I don’t think I can drive—the
state I’m in.” I didn’t know what to say. I could hear Mother sniffling.
“Father Dooley?”
“I’m grateful. He has been so kind. When he called today—that’s when I
discovered. He came right over. I didn’t realize how much I needed someone
until he was here.” She breathed deeply. “I’m relieved.” She continued more
calmly. “I’m glad you’ll be coming home.”
I put Elena back on the phone. After she hung up she went right over to
Candido, and he wrapped her in his arms. “I was wrong,” she told him. “Please
forgive me. I should have said something right away.”
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“You don’t need this,” he said. “You never needed this.”
“I don’t understand,” I choked. “She barely noticed that I was gone. She
probably didn’t care.”
Elena pushed out of Candido’s embrace. “She misses you,” she said to
me.
“Why now?” I asked. “When has she ever missed me?”
“You came here. You left and you came right here. She misses you, hijo.
I know. Father Dooley will come pick you up,” she added. “He’s driving down,
now.”
Candido shook his head. “God is looking out for you,” he said to me.
“Always.”
I think he meant to inspire me, as if that invisible, omnipresent eye was
protective, but I saw Father Greg’s eyes bloodshot from scotch, bleary with pain
and rage. “No,” I said. “No, I’ll take the train. I’ll call for a car. I don’t want to
go back with him. Please,” I said.
“I’m doing what he asked me,” Elena said. “You’ll leave with him, m’ijo.
You need help.”
“No! I can’t. I don’t want to.”
“Enough,” Candido interrupted me. “Stop yelling. You don’t tell her
what to do in this house. Not in this house.” He stepped to me and grabbed my
arm. “You came to my house. And in my house, you will do by my rules.” He
shook me and then calmed himself. He let go. “We will do as the priest has
asked us, and you will go home tonight with him.”
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A familiar emptiness opened in my stomach and crept through my body. I
rocked in place for a moment, and I heard my name, but didn’t know from where.
It too sounded familiar, as if Father Greg were saying my name, again. His hand
was on my shoulder, then. I wanted it there, but only there. Instead, it moved
across me and down into the emptiness within me—and I went numb, like usual.
Elena directed Candido to take Mateo upstairs and allowed me to help her
with the rest of the dishes. Teresa hovered in the doorway, leaning on the
molding. “You can’t be that bad,” she said. “You’re like barely in the room.
You’re like a ghost. How could you do anything all that bad?”
“Tere. No more.”
“You’re like not even here,” she said to me.
“Tere! Upstairs. Now. Leave us alone.” Teresa caught the fright in her
mother’s voice and obeyed. She stormed upstairs. A door slammed.
“I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I didn’t know where else to go. I had to
leave.”
Elena held a dish under the water for too long, staring at it. “Your mother
is very upset.” She shook her head. She turned off the water and passed me the
last dish. “Your mother? She’s not just upset with you, m’ijo,” she said. “At me,
too. You came here.”
“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I thought it would be all right.”
“It is,” Elena said. “With me.” She mustered a smile, but for the first time
I could remember, one that wasn’t genuine. It was imported from some dying
expression I might see on one of my teacher’s faces at CDA, or maybe one that a
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guest at Mother’s parties might have offered me before she disappeared into the
ever-circulating crowd.
“Please,” I said. “What if I didn’t go home?”
“You have to.”
“I can’t.”
“No m’ijo, you have no other choice. You have to go home.”
She led me into the living and directed me to sit on the sofa. She stood by
the foot of the stairs for a while, looking up to where she had banished the family.
She seemed to be standing guard, or at least like that was what she wanted to be
doing, but she wasn’t sure who needed protection from whom. I lolled my head
on the back of the sofa and stared at the ceiling and at the lumps and divots in the
paint, the touches of age and natural decay. Upstairs, Mateo whined and
complained that he didn’t want to go to bed, and Candido had him quiet in less
than a minute. He didn’t yell at his son, but there was something resolute and
demanding of respect in his voice. I don’t think Candido hated me as much as he
wondered why it was too easy for me to bust up his family’s life. I wanted to tell
him that I hadn’t tried to. If I could have, I wouldn’t have come into his house
like a criminal, or I wouldn’t have come to New York, but what else wouldn’t
have I done? Isn’t it crazy to keep walking back in time and asking yourself to
correct this choice and that choice? You could probably walk yourself all the way
back to the beginning and say “fuck it, why get involved with this mess in the first
place—look what’s ahead?”
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Elena joined me on the couch. She sat near the edge of the cushion with
her legs together and a stiff posture. She took my hand. “Hijo, why did you come
to me?”
“I don’t know. I thought I could come to your home. Just for a little
while.”
She breathed heavily through her nose, and I looked beyond her, towards
the parakeet cage. Through the window a street light below the house flickered,
then went out. I felt her eyes on me and Mary casting hers down from the wall.
“He’s gone to Europe for good,” I said. “He said there was someone
else.”
“That’s not new,” Elena snapped. She grew quiet and apologized softly.
She put her hand to my head and ran her thumb down the side of my face. “Te
quiero, m’ijo,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
Father Dooley arrived shortly afterwards. We heard his car doing a threepoint turn in the street. Elena helped me with my coat and walked me out to the
long staircase down to the street. “We’ll come to you, Father,” she shouted. I
hadn’t seen him on the curb, until she spoke to him. He stood motionless beside
the car, stooped forward onto his cane. The same street light flickered and went
out, again. I could only make out his silhouette, and as his coat ruffled slightly in
the breeze. I wanted to take the stairs two at a time and bust down the street to the
elevated train. I couldn’t see into the car and I wondered if Father Greg had
come, too—and if they were together, what they would do to me. That familiar
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sense of inevitability swept through me, that sense that I operated not in a place of
my own control, that I was being guided down the stairs into the deeper darkness.
“God will help you,” Elena said as she brought me down the last few steps
and ushered me ahead of her. “He will take care of you. Father Dooley will help
you. You need him, m’ijo.”
Father Dooley stepped towards us and glared suspiciously. “Thank you,”
he said to Elena. He stuck his out to shake her hand, and he relaxed a little when
she took it and spoke to him warmly. There was reverence in her voice, and it
pleased him.
While they exchanged greetings and spoke to each other briefly, I
inspected the car. No one else was inside. I let out a breath, but Father Dooley’s
hand had me, suddenly, and he gripped me too tightly. He led me to the
passenger side door and opened it for me. He was nervous and didn’t look at me.
I turned around to Elena, and he had his hand up on my arm again, squeezing
fiercely. A tear slid down the side of Elena’s face.
“Please, Father,” she said. “Do not be upset with him.”
“He gave his mother quite a scare,” he said. “As I’m sure you can
understand.”
“Yes, of course, Father.”
He urged me into the seat, but before he could close the door, she pleaded,
again. “But Father, you understand, too, right? No one is to blame here. No
one.”
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He knew quite well that Elena had been the one to urge me to look for a
job at Most Precious Blood. He knew a deeply committed Catholic when he met
one. “We are all partly to blame, Elena, are we not? Now and always. God
knows and God will do the forgiving. Let’s pray for His guidance as we think
about all this.” He turned to me, and with confidence he added, “You, too,
Aidan.”
Elena nodded. Before she could say more, Father Dooley continued. “I’m
to remind you what you discussed with Mrs. Donovan on the phone. Let her call
you before heading back up to her home.”
“Yes, Father.”
“She needs some time alone with her family. And with prayer.”
“I understand, Father.”
Father Dooley nodded and I didn’t like the condescension in his voice.
“Hey!” I said. “Don’t take it out on her. She didn’t do anything!”
Father Dooley smiled. “Please, Aidan. No one’s yelling. Elena
understands. Isn’t that right?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Yes, Father.” She backed up and then hesitated before retreating up her
stairs. “M’ijo,” she said. “I’m glad you are okay. You will be.”
She stood her ground for a moment, but Father Dooley said goodbye and
sent her back up the stairs. Her overcoat came down so close to her heels it was
as if she floated up the steps. She didn’t look back. She climbed and climbed.
Father Dooley started the engine and she continued to ascend, silently. The street
light flickered again and came back on. It was impossible to see her behind it.
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Father Dooley navigated the streets of the southwest Bronx and found his
way to Route 95 quickly. As soon as we were on the highway he relaxed. His
confidence scared me. He didn’t look at me. He kept his pale, deeply wrinkled
face pointed towards the highway. Nausea crept over me and I cracked the
window. The breeze filled the car with welcome noise. When I put my head
against the window I could feel my pulse thumping in my temple.
“We expected you’d go there,” he said. “She was the first person we
called. I’m surprised she didn’t call us as soon as you arrived. She should know
better.” He glanced at me. “I’m glad, however, that we can straighten this all
out.”
“Are you taking me to Most Precious Blood?”
“Absolutely not,” he snapped. “I’m taking you to your mother. Do you
have any idea how she feels right now?”
“Did she call you?”
He took a breath and waited. “No. I called her and we discovered you
were missing.”
“Yeah,” I sniffed. “Discovered.”
He breathed through his nose and waited. “She realized you were gone
when I called to check on you. You hadn’t shown up for work, remember? You
were expected at work, so I called to check on you, understand? She was
terrified. I offered to help. Why go to the police? Why start up the gossip?” He
glanced at me again, and continued with emphasis. “Especially after your father
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left home, Aidan? Your mother didn’t need more of it. I could help. And with
discretion, you understand.”
We passed effortlessly through the city limits up into a greener stretch of
highway. I listened to the rhythm of the tires on the pavement. “I’d like us to
come to an understanding,” Father Dooley finally said.
I thought I might vomit. Father Dooley nodded. “Please listen to me,
Aidan.” He slowed down the car. I looked out the window as we drove past a
Mobil station in the median strip between both sides of the highway. “I’ve
straightened things out at Most Precious Blood.” He watched me for a moment.
“This was quite an act. Running down here. I can appreciate the pressures you’re
dealing with. I mean it is too much for a young man. Too much.” Again, he
paused and I stared at the dashboard. “I want to help alleviate some of it. What
I’m saying is don’t worry about coming to work on the campaign anymore.
You’ve done enough.”
“What?”
“There’s no need for you to come back to work, Aidan. It will be nice to
see you at Mass when you come. You don’t have to come to work anymore. Just
come to Mass. And bring your mother. Wouldn’t that be good for both of you?
Come to Mass together. Bring your Mother with you.”
Father Dooley kept his eyes fixed on the light traffic and waited for me to
respond. As the silence grew he became more agitated. “Aidan, please talk to
me. I’d like us to work through this. You can trust me,” he added and he put his
hand out to pat my knee.
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“Don’t touch me.”
He put his hand on the wheel immediately. “Now, wait. Let’s be clear.
Are you hearing me? I’m telling you all that is behind you. I’m trying to reassure
you, Aidan, and I want to know you understand that. It is time to move on.”
“Did you talk to him about it?”
“Aidan,” Father Dooley snapped. “Do not come to work anymore. Do
you understand?”
We navigated across lanes and pulled off the interstate. “You’re a bright
young man with a future ahead of you,” he said after a while. “I don’t want
anyone to take that away from you.” The smaller highway wasn’t as removed
from the suburban neighborhoods and I watched the darkened houses and
businesses go by. It wasn’t long before we were on my side of town.
“Your mother is very fragile right now,” Father Dooley said. “She is
distraught. She’s trying to build anew. As I understand it from her, your father’s
moving to Europe, permanently. Your mother wasn’t prepared for it.” He paused
and glanced at me. “Aidan,” he continued. “I know you want to do what is right
for everyone here. I want you to listen to me. I want you to search deep in your
heart and ask yourself if you want to hurt anyone. What I mean is—that can be
avoided. You and I, we can talk about this, but--“
“You want me to be quiet.”
“I’m trying to get you to think about the larger picture. There are
consequences to everything.”
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“Yes. I understand,” I said with more volume than I intended. “I
understand consequences.”
Father Dooley looked at me coolly. “I don’t think you do, Aidan. There
are consequences in this for you, too.”
He pulled away quickly and turned into my neighborhood. The winding
road had dark patches between the streetlights and the interior of the car lit up and
disappeared as we curled around the corners. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I
saw Father Dooley smile. As we came under another light it was gone. He turned
onto my street, the green gate swung open, and he pulled up the driveway to my
house.
“I’d like to know I can trust you, Aidan” he said when the car came to a
stop. “We’ve come to an understanding, right? Tell me I can trust you.”
“You can’t,” I said. “Because I can’t.”
I opened my door. The light in the foyer switched on. Mother came out to
the stoop hugging herself, and she didn’t have a drink in hand, which surprised
me, at first. I moved towards her and left Father Dooley muttering behind me.
He had misunderstood me. I didn’t want to look back, either. If I no longer spoke
about Father Greg maybe he would disappear, and with him, the parts of myself I
didn’t understand. It occurred to me that nothing was real—only invented—and
everybody was writing the story that suited him or her most. So why couldn’t I?
Mother came out into the driveway to meet me and pulled me close into a
tight hug. She said nothing at first and simply squeezed. She wore no make-up,
and while she smelled of cigarettes, I couldn’t smell any booze. Instead, there
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was a sweet hint of diet soda on her lips when she kissed me. She thanked Father
Dooley over my shoulder and told him we’d call him tomorrow. Once we were
inside and she’d closed the door behind us, she put both hands on my face. Her
eyes were wet and fatigued. “For God’s sake. Do you have any idea what I have
been going through?” She stepped back and wiped at her dry, exhausted eyes and
led me into the living room.
“You have no idea what I started thinking,” she said. “I thought you
might be dead.” She stared at the floor beyond me as she spoke. “I don’t
understand. Didn’t you go to work the other day? Where did you go? I thought
you were going to work, but Father Dooley called the next day and said you never
showed up. I thought you were up in bed. I didn’t even check. Can you
imagine?” She gripped the belt of her robe. Her tiny knuckles yellowed against
her pale skin as she squeezed. “He asked me to bring you to the phone. He was
upset. Your door was open, and when I looked in, I realized you hadn’t been
there. Do you know how terrified I was? I couldn’t remember what I had been
thinking about before. Where were you, I kept thinking? And I had no idea. I
had no idea. Who could I call? Father Dooley was still on the line. You didn’t
go to work. More than a day had passed. Was it two days? I had no idea where
you had been, where you might have gone. I didn’t know what to do. Father
Dooley came over right away.”
“Father Dooley came here? What did he say?”
“He was here to help me. She was the first person he called, you know—
Elena. The very first person. Can you imagine the embarrassment? What were
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you doing down there? Why didn’t you tell me?” She breathed hard. She
chewed on her lip and stared straight at the floor by my feet. “I didn’t even know
you were gone,” she said more softly. “Honestly. Can you imagine how I felt?”
They were still telling people I hadn’t been at Most Precious Blood. They
had specifically lied to Mother. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized that Father
Greg was also scared.
Mother put her arms around me. She rocked us gently. “Don’t you ever
leave me, again,” she said into my shoulder. “You can’t leave, too.”
“I’m home, now,” I said. That was all she wanted to know, and it was the
easiest fact I could share. That seemed to be all anyone desired—a sense of hard
and fast certainty—it felt good to finally be the one to provide it.
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Chapter 5
The next day, Mother and I sat in her bed watching It’s a Wonderful Life,
Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, and Pocketful of Miracles and if the predictability
and dependability of those sweetly upbeat endings aren’t a sedative, than I don’t
know what is. After watching a couple in a row, you get the feeling that
everything you want in life is easier to attain than you ever realized, like it was on
sale at Macy’s and the only trouble was getting down to 34th Street in time before
your dreams were sold out.
On Saturday morning, when Mother was in the shower, I walked into Old
Donovan’s study. So much of my relationship with Mother had been based on his
leaving, but also his returning. A small part of me thought he’d be home in a
week, and stay long enough to tell me how much my trip down to Elena’s
disappointed him, or was pathetic, as he would have put it.
What do you really know about a person you learn more about in the
papers than you do when you occasionally bump into him in your own living
room? He’d named me, but like those investments he bought and sold when he
worked at the private equity firm with Mike Kowalski, he grew me and now had
gotten rid of me. He’d moved on to invest in another family, or at least another
woman. There must be a circle in hell for people who treat everyone in their life
as just another commodity. Fuck him. At least Mother felt guilty. Maybe I was
more like her than I ever realized? Her enthusiasm began to make more sense.
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Like Old Donovan she forced herself to see the world the way she wanted to, one
that wouldn’t include what she didn’t want it to.
My new life, however, wasn’t going to start with a slip-sliding run down
Main Street, waving my hat, letting everyone at the coffee shop and the post
office know that I was gloriously in love with myself. Instead, I sat on the edge
of my bed listening to the news for a while. America was winning the war on
terror; Karzai was our man in Kabul. Frank Capra would have been proud;
promises were made that order would be restored, soon.
In the early afternoon, I found Mother on the phone in the kitchen. She
winked at me and made a bright smile while she listened to whoever it was on the
other line. “Oh,” she said. “Aidan just walked into the room. Maybe you could
get her now?” Mother put her hand over the mouthpiece. “I was talking with
Becca,” she said, “and then, you know how one thing leads to another, well I
thought since Josie had come to the party, you might spend time with some
friends over the break, too. We can’t stay cooped up in the house, can we?” She
handed me the receiver.
“Hello,” Josie said in the phone. Mother gestured for me to bring it up to
my ear. I turned away from Mother as I greeted Josie.
“Good break so far?” she asked.
“Oh yeah,” I said.
She hesitated. “Actually, isn’t it always kind of a letdown? There’s all
this build up and expectation, and then the days pass and you’re like, what the hell
is going on here? Where’s all that fun I’m supposed to be having?”
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“That sounds like a lot of life,” I said.
“Ha! No kidding. Oh my god, I don’t need an audience, Mom!” I could
hear Josie breathing harder as she must have been walking away and trying to find
privacy in her house. I waited. “Actually, I was having fun at your party, for a
little bit,” she said finally.
“Me, too.”
“It’s kind of bugged me that I didn’t say goodbye that night, even though
my mother and Mark’s mother were a total psychos and made us pull a Houdini
on the party for no real reason. We weren’t even drunk yet.”
As she spoke, I walked out of my own kitchen, waving at Mother as I left,
and cut back towards Old Donovan’s office. “It’s cool,” I said. “I’d had a few
drinks before you got there.” What the hell, I thought. She wouldn’t know what
had actually happened or didn’t.
“Wow. Around all the adults?”
“Best way to handle them, I thought. I was a little loopy when you got
there. Then I got a little lost at the party. I didn’t want to bother you.”
“I know, but that made me feel,” she lowered her voice, “like I was a
stuck-up bitch. And then I figured we got you in trouble, too.”
“Nobody said anything to me. Believe me.”
“I’m glad,” she said. I could hear her breath again, and suddenly I could
picture her running her hand through her hair while she was thinking. I could see
the tilt of her head and that slope of neck I was so used to seeing in Mr.
Weinstein’s class. I waited. “Listen,” she finally said. “I’m trying to get a jump
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on my New Year’s resolution. I’ve decided that I need to become less of a stuckup bitch. It’s hard, because everybody else around me is one, but I want to try. I
don’t want to be careless. I want to become someone else, you know?”
“Yeah, I do. I know how you feel.”
There was a pause. “So, listen. Sophie and I were going to call Mark and
hang out today. You want to join us? It’s just that we’ll probably be doing a few
things, you know? And you have to promise you won’t rat on us.”
“Yeah, like I’m a rat.”
“No, I know you aren’t.” She giggled. “Hey, maybe you could bring us
some vodka, too?” she asked. She must have sensed my embarrassment through
the phone. “Don’t worry about it,” she laughed. “We’ll have plenty.”
Within an hour, Josie and Sophie picked me up. Sophie drove us back to
Josie’s house. Ruby, Josie’s family’s housekeeper, made us hot chocolate while
we waited for Mark. Even though our families had once been close, I had never
really hung out with Mark. As far as I knew neither he nor I hung out with many
of the other kids at CDA, but his cultivated distance somehow gave him the
appearance he didn’t need anybody else. I admired that more now.
When he arrived, he came right in through the kitchen door without
knocking and kissed Ruby hello. He kissed Sophie and Josie hello, too. “Good
to see you, dude,” he said to me. “Now Donovan’s in on this, too?” he asked the
girls, but it was a rhetorical question. He stuck out his hand and I took it.
Josie led us all out the backdoor and up the hill to the pool house. We
turned on the stereo, and sat on stools around the bar. Mark stood behind the bar.
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Sophie pulled a bowl from her purse, and Mark packed it. He got it cooking and
passed it. Josie had us exhale through a little cardboard tube filled with dryer
sheets.
I hadn’t said much since I’d gotten there, and after the weed Sophie and
Josie got lost in a private conversation. Mark played with the soda gun behind the
bar, so I got up and turned on the TV. I stood a couple feet away from the screen
and flipped through the channels. There was something satisfying about watching
people appear and disappear instantly on my command. A sullen and spooked
John Walker Lindh stared into the pool house from the TV. It was a still
photograph, the one all the news stations had been using since they’d caught him
running through the tunnels of Tora Bora in December. Behind the smeared soot
and the hippy-like scraggly beard, his eyes glowed intensely white. A subtle
smirk rose in the corners of his mouth. He seemed dubiously satisfied with
himself, or maybe he was just trying to look that way. Everyone knew his story:
he’d been caught with a bullet in his thigh, burrowing through the hills of
Afghanistan like a mole, the wayward American fighting for the Taliban. He
stared out like he was waiting for me to get the joke.
“Dude’s fucking crazy,” Mark said from across the room. I turned around.
“Not you, Donovan,” Mark laughed. “Fucking Lindh.”
“I don’t know,” Josie said. “There’s something so sad about him, like he
doesn’t know where he belongs.”
“I know,” I said.
“Well, turn it off,” Sophie said. “What a monster.”
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“He’s just a scared kid, who thinks he’s some kind of Islamic missionary,”
Josie said.
“What kind of missionary goes waving guns at the US military?” Mark
asked, then he shrugged. “Forget it. Missionaries of all kinds have waved all
kinds of weapons. It’s all crazy. Know what? Monks of every stripe should just
stick to what they do best. Making beer and wine and bread. Then we’d all be
better off. Cray-zay.”
“Muslims don’t drink,” I said.
“Oh my God,” Sophie said, pointing behind me. “Now that woman is
crazy. How is she going to let her marriage with Michael Jordan end?”
“Does that mean Michael Jordan is single?” Josie asked and both girls
laughed.
“Turn that off, man,” Mark said, holding up the empty bowl. “Let’s
smoke a second one, now. I want to hit this before it gets too late.” I snapped off
the TV and joined them at the bar.
“I think that Lindh guy thought he was doing the right thing, even if he
wasn’t,” I said.
“They should name a prison after him,” Mark said, sparking the bowl.
“That is not funny,” Josie said.
“Oh my God, enough about that guy,” Sophie pouted. “I hate it.”
Mark took a long drag into his lungs and when Sophie handed him the
tube to exhale, he waved it away. He leaned over the bar to Sophie and looked
her in the eye. She giggled and leaned forward. They kissed and a little smoke
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slipped from between their open mouths. Sophie broke from the kiss and exhaled
through the tube. “Why waste any of it?” Mark said and slapped me a high five
above the girls’ heads. Sophie took a hit, and she and Josie followed. Josie
exhaled a tiny stream through the tube. “Think that’s hot?” Mark asked. I
nodded while my heart raced.
Josie looked at me. “Have you ever recycled?” she asked. I had never
smoked pot before that afternoon, but I hadn’t admitted that either. I was too
slow to answer, and she took a small puff and pulled me to her lips. The smoke
came into my mouth followed by her tongue, which flickered gently, then slipped
out. I held my breath and smiled.
“Nice one,” Mark said, as I exhaled through the tube. “Dustin can suck
it.”
“Dustin?” I asked.
“Yeah, I guess I’ve been dating him for a couple weeks,” Josie said.
“Trust in Dustin, Dustin?” I asked. Sophie and Mark laughed.
“All right, that was lame, but he won, didn’t he?” Josie was right, but
Dustin had become the Junior Class Representative because the whole baseball
team had voted for him.
“But he’s not going to know about that,” Josie said. “Or any of this.”
“No way,” I said. “I’m not a rat, remember?” Josie smiled at me.
“Exactly,” Mark said. “I’m just glad I only do a fall sport, right Donovan?
Can you imagine missing out on this?” This time I held out my hand for him, and
he slapped down on it. “That’s what I’m talking about, man,” he said.
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“Your turn,” Josie said to me.
“No. That’s cool,” Mark said quickly. “You can head back the way you
came.”
“No way,” Josie said. “This is a circle.”
“Yeah, the girls do it all the time,” Sophie said. “What the hell’s the
matter with you boys?”
“Nothing,” I said. I glanced at Mark, but he was staring down at the
surface of the bar.
Sophie and Josie protested. My legs felt like they might buckle. A dull
ache gripped my stomach. They continued to tease us.
“It’s just different for us,” Mark said.
“Why?” Josie asked. “I’ll kiss Sophie again. What’s the big deal? I’m
with Dustin.”
“It’s not the same for guys,” Mark said. “Am I right, man?”
I nodded along. I didn’t know who did what to whom, when, how or why.
Nothing really made sense. If I had kissed Mark right there, I wondered if it
would just end the debate and we’d all get back to feeling like we were getting
away with something together. That’s all I really wanted, I realized—for the
circle to continue. I didn’t care who I was next to as long as I was in the group.
“Oh, sorry,” I finally said. “I think I’m just a little stoned. I mean, yeah,
no, no, of course not. You know?”
Sophie laughed. “Yeah, you are stoned.”
I poked at the weed with my pinky. “There’s not even much left,” I said.
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“Yeah, right,” Josie said. She grabbed the bowl from me and lit it. I
wasn’t sure if I was supposed to lean in to her or not, and she knew it. She
wagged her finger and grabbed the tube. She blew it right at me through the shitbrown dryer sheets, and the smoke washed over my face. She jumped off her
stool and walked behind the bar, next to Mark. “Tell you what?” she said to all of
us. “I know my dad watches this stuff like a hawk, but we could pour out just a
little vodka, then refill the bottle with some water. I bet he’d never have a clue.”
“I’m not having anything to drink,” Mark said. “I have to see my parents
later. They want to have a family night whatever the hell that is. We’ve never
had one before.”
“You just smoked a bowl,” Sophie said.
“That’s different,” Mark said.
“Everything’s different to you, Mark.” Josie said.
“I’ll have some,” I said to Josie.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah, and I won’t spit it all over anybody this time, either,” I said. Josie
burst out laughing and Sophie did, too. I puffed my cheeks and made a big scene
and Sophie pretended to get showered with my spray. She laughed so hard she
started to cry.
Time passed and it grew dark. Josie and Sophie were possessed with
private explosions of laughter. They weren’t malicious or directed at me or Mark
or anyone else, but they were exclusionary. They barely had to exchange more
than a few words for one to know what the other was indicating, and it set them
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off. Mark decided it was time for him to start walking home and he asked if I
wanted to join him.
“I’m supposed to see Dustin later, but maybe I’ll skip it,” Josie said.
“Skip your family night. We’re our own crew here. We’re like a perfect square.”
“The only squares here are you three,” Sophie said.
“Oh my God, like anybody ever uses that term anymore,” Josie said and
they both started laughing again.
“Ladies,” Mark announced. “The men are heading out.”
“Yeah, we have to kill a wild boar,” I said.
“Right,” Mark said. “Beat some drums, pound our chests.” We stood.
Mark kissed Josie and Sophie goodbye. “See you on New Year’s,” he said to
them.
I kissed Sophie goodbye on the cheek and leaned toward Josie. She held
my arm. “You’re coming to the party, right?” Sophie giggled behind her. It was
strange how I suddenly felt like I knew what I was supposed to do. I kissed Josie
goodbye, but on the lips. She kissed me back and smiled.
Mark put his hand on my shoulder. “He’ll come with me,” he told Josie.
We turned to leave. “It’ll be interesting,” he said to me quietly. “Dustin will be
there.”
We left through the backdoor of the pool house, cut along the low stone
wall to a small wooded patch. Mark pulled a one-hitter from his pocket and we
took turns with it. When we were finished, we continued along the wall and
emerged on the street on the hill behind Josie’s house.
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“Dude,” Mark said after a while. We were cutting downhill, beside the
back nine of Stonebrook Country Club. “It’s nice to have another guy in the mix.
It’s always just me and the girls.”
“That can’t be bad.”
He laughed. “No. No, I didn’t mean it like that.” Then he added, “I’m
just saying that it’s nice to have another guy around. The perfect square. I like
that.”
“Suits me,” I said. “Obviously.”
He laughed again. “You’re all right, Donovan. You’re all right.” We
walked further in silence and I was in a fog. While a lot of the snow had melted
around town, there were still drifts of it clustered in the sand bunkers spotted over
the course. As clouds passed by overhead, the sun would occasionally break free
and bursts of light would ignite and glisten on the hard crusts of the
embankments. It felt comfortable to let my mind wander like the light jumping
from one snowdrift to the next. I thought about Josie’s tongue and humming lips,
Mark’s voice springing from his strong jaw, and Sophie’s laughter. I jumbled all
their body parts together in my mind like a fractured Picasso, and if I shifted the
image, body parts split and reformed into a new shattered mosaic like a
kaleidoscope shifting colored crystals into new patterns. I wanted to keep
shuffling the pieces, the fingernails, napes, kneecaps, his Adam ’s apple, until I
found some language to the pattern. All that flesh and breath was a labyrinth I
had to navigate to get down to where I really wanted to go. It seemed that another
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person’s body was the only way in to the real place I wanted to share with them.
It was what they offered, and I had to offer it too.
Father Greg and Father Dooley were right. What I had offered Father
Greg, or what he’d taken from me and we’d called an “offering,” needed to stay
between us. If I said anything, I would become someone else entirely. My face
would be the one on the television screen, staring into people’s living rooms.
What would people say about me then?
I thought about James, wondering if he had told his parents, who would
tell other people, and then more would find out. He had started taking up more
space in my head the last few days. I imagined him pressing his glistening,
flushed cheeks into his mother’s chest, screaming “no” over and over, grunting
deep and guttural like a boar, snorting, belching it all out. I had no idea how
many times James had said no to Father Greg, but in my head it was an endless
roar, and I finally had to wonder if it was my own voice that I heard rattling
around the cage of my skull. That’s the problem with giving someone so much
space in your head and not actually being with him in the real world. You make
him into someone he is not, someone you want him to be.
If everyone found out when James got back to CDA, what would happen
when he walked down the hall? Wouldn’t the other kids steer clear of him and
ask how the hell do we deal with that thing, but know that it was easier to ignore
or avoid him than to answer their own question?
At the bottom of the hill we curled around the other side of the country
club and came to the short bridge that was just a ways up from the harbor. To get
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to our homes we had to go in opposite directions. Mark didn’t seem in the hurry
he once was, so he walked with me partway over the bridge where we stopped
and looked down into the black slick of river that fed into the harbor. There were
only two street lights, one at either end of the bridge, and they were strong enough
to light the road, but only barely make it to the water below. It wasn’t much of a
river. Parts of it froze fairly solid up next to Stonebrook. It moved quickly
enough, though, and the little peaks and ripples caught reflections of the light and
flickered briefly before being swallowed up by the next ripple. If I blinked, the
flashes of light on the water changed and the whole picture rearranged. Nothing
held still, it just rushed on, tumbling forward into the salt water harbor beyond.
“So this party,” I said to Mark.
“It’ll be cool, I guess. Kegger over at Feingold’s. Everyone’s going. It’d
be too weird not to go,” he said. “I don’t know. I’m going to this one, but I don’t
go to most of the parties. They can be lame. Everyone’s there, and yet, it’s like
nobody is really talking to each other. Everyone just goes crazy, or if they do
talk, they beat around the bush.”
“Of what?”
“I don’t know. Something real.” He waved his hand in the air in front of
him. “Sorry, man. I’m stoned.”
“No. No,” I said. “You’re probably right. But maybe it’s because
everyone is too afraid. Everyone’s confused because they’re afraid.”
Mark looked at me. “Of what?”
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“I don’t know. Everything. Maybe everyone’s just faking it because
that’s all there is.”
“Like they can’t get real?” Mark asked. “That’s depressing.”
“Or maybe they shouldn’t,” I said. “Maybe that’d be more depressing or
worse.”
Mark gazed down into the river and I did too. The chunks of ice and dead
foliage floated from beneath the bridge and zigzagged out to the harbor. “But we
can,” he said. “We are.”
I nodded, but didn’t say anything else. I was too locked away in myself. I
had to be. I was afraid to speak anymore for fear of stuttering. We were both
quiet for a while. Mark put his hand on my shoulder again. “Dude,” he said. “I
have to get going here. I’m totally late.” We cupped each other’s hand and
pressed shoulders into each other’s chests the way I’d seen athletes do on
television. “I’ll call you about the party. I’ll probably drive.”
Mark went the other direction on the bridge, and I let him go on ahead of
me. I waited, hoping the dope would wear off and I’d sober up before I got home.
I didn’t know how he was going to do it unless he was used to staring at his
parents and lying. That wasn’t all that hard, I realized.
Mark was long gone when I saw a car coming towards me. Headlights
flashed from around the bend in the road beside Stonebrook and headed towards
the bridge, blinding me. I straightened and put my back up against the railing.
When the car reached the bridge, it suddenly slowed down. The tires crunched
over the wooden slats and slowly rolled to a stop beside the curb ten or so feet
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ahead of me—the headlights still aimed at me. I tried to shield my eyes, but as I
caught a look at the blue hood of the car my stomach bottomed out. The driver
door opened, and the large shadow of a man stepped out.
“Aidan,” Father Greg said over the car door. He spoke with his usual
smirking confidence. “What are you doing out here, alone?”
I couldn’t see him, only hear him, and his voice swept fear into me. It was
too hard to speak. I held onto the railing—my legs might have given out.
Father Dooley was in the passenger seat. “Greg. Greg, get in here. Let’s
go.”
“Come on, now,” Father Greg said to me. “It’s cold. Let us give you a
ride home.”
“No,” I managed.
“Greg! No!”
“Aidan,” Father Greg leaned forward and rest his arm on top of the car
door. “We should talk. I’d like for us to talk. I’d like to talk, wouldn’t you?”
“Greg,” Father Dooley said, opening his own car door. He stood and
shouted over the roof at Father Greg. “Get in the damn car.”
“Aidan? Please.”
“No,” I said again. I shielded my eyes with my hand as a visor and tried
to look at Father Greg. I could only make out the wide stretch of his shoulders. If
he had been beside me, he would have towered over me. Even with the distance
between us I felt pressed beneath him.
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“Maybe you and your mother will come to mass tomorrow? That would
be good wouldn’t it? It’d be good for everyone. Aidan, it would mean a lot to
me. Please. You’ll come, won’t you? It’s what’s right. I know you want to do
what’s right.”
“Please,” I said. “Please don’t come near me.”
“I’ve already spoken with him and his mother,” Father Dooley said. “You
know it. Now, enough!”
“But, Aidan,” Father Greg said to me. He took a step out around the car
door.
“I will fucking scream,” I yelled and Father Greg quickly retreated back
behind the door. I yelled again. “Leave me alone. Don’t fucking come near me
you fucking fuck.”
“Aidan,” Father Greg said with more gravity. “Listen to what you are
saying.”
I was exhausted. “Please,” I said, but they couldn’t hear me.
Father Dooley spoke. “Greg. Get in the car right now. This is exactly
what I was talking about an hour ago.” Father Greg hesitated. He may have been
about to speak, when Father Dooley interrupted him. “Say another word, Greg
and you prove everything I was saying about you earlier. Get in the damn car and
drive us home.”
I knew Father Greg was looking at me—I felt it beyond the light. “It
doesn’t have to be this way,” Father Greg said to me.
“You made it this way!” I shouted.
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“I expect more from you, Aidan,” Father Greg said to me.
“Damnit, Greg,” Father Dooley interrupted.
“I thought you were a strong young man. You are, aren’t you? You don’t
need to do this. You are a stronger young man than this. Remember all our
conversations, how I helped you think about your family. Think of your poor
mother, now. Think about all the work we’ve done together—think about those
kids, the schools they’ll have now. We’ve accomplished so much.”
All of this was true. It was all that I had been proud of, all that I had been
dreaming might be the springboard from which I’d leap forward in my life, but
none of it mattered now. “I can’t,” I said. “It’s meaningless.”
“All of it?” Father Greg asked. “You can’t mean that. You don’t.
Everything we’ve done together isn’t meaningless.”
“No,” I said. “You are.”
We were all silent. Finally, Father Dooley spoke up again. “Get in the
car, Greg.” Father Greg hesitated. It was hard to see exactly, but I think he had a
hand up to his face. He folded himself into the driver seat and shut the door
behind him.
“Aidan,” Father Dooley called out. I couldn’t see him well enough, but I
know he was looking at me. “I’m sorry. This won’t happen, again. Remember
what we talked about. For your sake, Aidan. For you.”
He got into the car, but it wasn’t Father Dooley’s words that stuck with me
as they pulled away and drove off down the same street Mark had taken—it was
Father Greg’s voice. So many times I had sought out that voice, listened to it with
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an eagerness, hope and desire that I called love—how many people suffer a fist
first while they wait for the caress that follows?—and still, even knowing all that I
did now, when he said my name on the bridge I felt the old pull, like an addiction,
a grip I could barely resist. I still lurched towards him with a kind of desire. It
was habit. And that thing that still tugged me towards him must still have been
love, or what love leaves in its wake when it is gone. There were two versions of
myself: one who looked forward and saw nothing, and one who looked backward
and wanted to return to Father Greg and everything the way it had been. I was
beginning to hate that self.
Standing up on the bridge I could hear the river’s endless hush rushing
below. “Shhh,” Father Greg had said the first time he lead me to the stairs to the
basement of the rectory at Most Precious Blood. “There’s a loud echo in the
stairwell.” He moved quickly down the first flight, and only stopped when he
realized I had hesitated and remained at the top of the stairs. He reached up and
beckoned me. “Follow me,” he said. “Follow me.” He descended the rest of the
stairs without looking back at me—he didn’t have to look back—he knew I’d
come.
“Shhh. Say it slowly.” Down in the basement that first time, Father Greg
and I said the Our Father. We’d been having a conversation in his office about
my parents and their inevitable divorce, and Father Greg’s concern for me. It had
moved into a more abstract conversation—“and don’t you agree, Aidan, this is
what love should be?”—and Father Dooley had knocked on the office door twice,
interrupting us. Father Greg had wanted privacy.

116

In the basement when he moved closer and then onto me, I heard that
word thump like a pulse against my skin, love, love, love; it lapped over and over
itself. Shhh, we could do this, Father Greg said, or it was me, and we should, and
this was presence, and this was being alive—love, love, love. It was the words I
soaked up as he undressed me. That first time, I was shocked he could get me
hard, and at first I thought that was all he wanted, just to see it, but then he went at
it and I couldn’t move him off of me. I was crushed up against the workbench. I
shook when we finished. He smoothed my hair. “Shhh,” he said. “Shhh. This is
only between you and me and God.” We prayed again, and Father Greg almost
spoke to himself when he prayed to be shown how to love those he loved.
I kept hearing his hush in my head as I stared down into the river from the
bridge. All that was left of his voice in me now was that endless shushing.
Occasionally, a shaft of ice shot out from beneath the bridge and cut through the
river until it passed out of sight into the dark distance. The confusion I felt that
first night with Father Greg washed over me again. I couldn’t stay focused and
fixed—I wanted a sense of direction, something I could proceed towards
logically, where I could see myself clearly and say yes, yes, yes, this is me, but
my thoughts emerged and rippled over each other chaotically, and I couldn’t see
past the mess—there was nothing beyond it. I felt like I understood Father
Greg’s command for silence even more deeply, and even though I was beginning
to hate him, it still seemed smart to obey him, for my sake as much as his.
When I got home, I was surprised to find Mother out. The house was
completely empty, and I went around turning on lights just to feel like I wasn’t
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walking around a cave. I went straight upstairs, opened Mother’s medicine
cabinet, popped a Vicodin, and stared into the mirror. I needed something
stronger. My almond sloping eyes, my pinched brows: I wanted to make them
disappear with numbness. I broke another pill in half, thought about it, and
swallowed the whole damn thing.
Back down in the kitchen, Mother had left her note pinned down with salt
and pepper shakers on the wooden butcher block on the island. Judy had taken
her out, again, and since I had been out, too, she thought it was all right. She
promised she wouldn’t be out too late. She wanted to be home in time to watch
the late night comedy shows with me. She didn’t want to break “our new routine”
as she called it. She made a casserole; it was in the fridge. It was the longest note
she had ever written me.
I put the casserole in the oven to reheat and decided I needed music to fill
the void in the house. The phone rang as I came back downstairs from my
bedroom with a couple of CDs. It could have been Mother checking in to see if I
was all right with the casserole. It seemed like something she might do now. The
voice on the other end asked for her, though, and when I said she wasn’t home,
the person hesitated.
“Aidan?” It was a man’s voice, garbled, and nervous. I hung up. I closed
my eyes and waited for my pulse to calm down.
I pulled the casserole out of the oven and tried to ignore the familiarity of
the voice, but couldn’t. I didn’t even know what I was eating. After a while, I
realized I had not yet put the music in the CD player in the living room, but I was
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too nervous to move, even with the fog drifting through me. I ate the cold
casserole with my CDs beside me on the butcher block on the island in the
kitchen, and I stayed there until Mother came home. She called out as soon as she
shut the door behind her, and I tried to pull myself together before she came into
the kitchen. She took her heels off in the foyer and padded through the library to
the kitchen. I could smell the booze on her as she approached and I was grateful
for it.
She hugged me tightly. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just had to go out. Judy
was right. I deserved it.” She released me, but held me at arm’s length. “I made
it home in time, though. We still have time for dessert, too.” She held up a
plastic bag. “I’ll put these on some plates, if you’ll make the tea. It was fun to
see Judy, but I told I her I had an important appointment tonight that I couldn’t
miss.”
I got off the stool, put the kettle on the stove, and went right to the pantry
for the tea. I wanted to keep moving—stay distracted. “It’s just you and me,”
was her mantra now, and I had to say it, too, and fill the house with the repetition
of words we wanted to believe.
“You’re quiet,” she said when I came back to the kitchen.
“A little tired.”
“Where were you all afternoon?”
“Hanging around Sophie’s.”
Mother beamed. “That’s wonderful!” She divided the six bite-sized
pastries onto two plates, and licked the frosting off her fingers. “It’s a start.” She
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nearly sang it, and she wagged another frosting-covered finger before she sucked
it clean. “I’m starting over, too,” she continued. “I might have a business
opportunity. Keep your fingers crossed for me. This could be exactly what we
need. Judy thinks so, too. She’s going to help with the paper work.”
“Wow. Cool,” I said, trying her enthusiasm. I stepped closer and gave her
a limp hug.
“I knew you’d be happy for me.”
I was, I guess, but mostly I was just glad she was home. The voice from
the phone call still spoke in my ear and I needed Mother to talk and talk and push
it out of my mind. My head hurt. It was hard to distinguish what I was thinking
and what I was saying, so I tried to say nothing at all.
We took the tea and pastries up to her bedroom on a breakfast tray and
watched the fake news team make fun of the leading stories of the week. I felt
slightly drunk. We laughed at the headlines; we laughed at the people involved
with each twisted news story. I laughed without thinking about what I was
laughing at. We laughed together and repeated the jokes during the commercials.
As I went to bed, I wondered if Mother had been right all along. I knew how Old
Donovan’s abandonment made her feel, and I knew what it had done to her all last
year. She didn’t need to talk about it. She struggled forward, pushed Old
Donovan’s whispers and snide comments out of her head, and forced happiness
back into her life. Maybe that was all I could do, too.
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Chapter 6
Heavily synthesized 80’s music blasted on the ground floor when I made
my way downstairs the next morning. In the kitchen, the surface of the butcher
block was scattered with flour, a bottle of vanilla extract stood next to a large,
silver mixing bowl, and a fat, yellowed cookbook lay spread open by the edge
closest to the stove. Mother stood over a pan, flicking a wooden ladle to the beat.
A subtle bounce traveled from her hips down to her feet. She looked me up and
down. “I have some errands to do today, but I didn’t want to take off before you
got up.”
“What are you doing?”
“Waiting for them to bubble. Once they bubble, they’re ready to be
flipped.”
“No. I mean you’re making pancakes.”
“I like making breakfast.”
“But usually in a blender.”
She flicked her wooden spoon towards me. “Enough. You got up late.
You don’t get to make fun of me. I’ve done my forty-five on the elliptical, made
my shake, thank you very much, and I’m making these for you.”
Mother had one of the flapjacks, too, but without butter or syrup. She sat
across from me at the butcher block, sipping the mossy dregs of her cure-all
shake, and told me more about her business plans. Judy had been the one to get
her thinking about it. “A body in motion stays in motion,” she’d told Mother.
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Simple law of physics. Start marching forward and don’t look back. Her
suggestion was for Mother to start her own event planning business.
“Nobody throw’s a party like you,” I said to Mother. “That’s what Joise
said. She’s right.”
“It’s exciting, isn’t it?” There was a hint of mania behind her eyes as she
continued, but she did have a plan, and I admired the obvious determination to
grow something out of nothing, to create a new life. Judy knew how to begin and
organize the paperwork for the business, but Mother already had a list of clients to
approach, opportunities to pursue, and possible locations for a small storefront. “I
couldn’t possibly work out of the home.”
Occasionally the music would come to a stop and Mother would dash to
the living room to flip the record or put on a new one. All the music was from the
same decade. “Can you believe I still have this stuff?” she asked when she
returned after putting on the second album.
“I’ve never heard you play it before.”
“It’s on vinyl. It makes me feel so retro.”
“I’d call it vintage.”
“That would make me feel old, so we’re not going there. Let’s call it
retro. Do you know that I went and saw these guys up at RISD, before they were
really famous? Some friends at Barnard knew them. What a party. It was in this
huge culvert, or a tunnel, or cave. Something like that. We felt so hip. I was just
happy I didn’t drive. I don’t think I could have for two days afterward.”
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Mother looked away, towards the window over the sink and sniffled.
“God. It wasn’t that long ago. Was it?” She caught herself and smiled at me.
“Everyone says I throw the best parties? Well, they’re right, and now they can
pay me to plan theirs. Can you believe it? I’ll be a president, CEO, owner,
whatever. It’ll be my business. I’m not going to hide from everyone. I’m going
to plan the parties everyone attends, and they don’t even have to be at my house.”
“It’s all happening so quickly,” I said.
“It’s happening, Aidan.”
I offered to do the dishes, since she’d cooked, and then as I scrubbed away
at the iron skillet, I realized I’d gotten the bum deal. Mother was still in her
workout clothes so she went up to shower, and I washed along to the “retro” beat.
I didn’t mind, really. If I could keep thinking this way, or not thinking at all, and
ride Mother’s new pioneering mindset instead, I wouldn’t have to worry, even
though that feeling kept pulling somewhere down within me.
It would be easier when Elena came back, too, I thought, because at least
having another person around might help us stay sliding about on the slick surface
of our new relationship. It’s not so much that I wanted to use Elena, as much as I
knew I could count on her help. Elena’s presence could at least be like that of a
witness, keeping us accountable to our newly formed power-sharing agreement.
Mother made a number of phone calls and by the time she was finished it
was already late afternoon. She found me in my bedroom reading. “I have to get
moving or I’ll never get out of here,” she said. “Are you coming with me?”
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“No.” I held up Frankenstein. “I should finish some homework. I guess I
have a job to do, too. Break a leg,” I added.
Mother grinned. She came over to the armchair and hugged me. She
kissed me on the forehead. “Thank you,” she said softly.
The doorbell interrupted us. Mother went down to the foyer to open it and
I followed more slowly. The light was already beginning to fade outside, but
through the narrow window beside the front door I saw the powder blue Lincoln
Town Car parked by the front stoop, and fear rushed through me. I watched
Mother open the door. She leaned back and gave him a canned happy greeting.
His voice preceded him into the house, and I stopped when I heard it. It held me
firmly. Mother, however, ushered him into the house and beckoned me to come
greet him as well. Father Greg kissed Mother on the cheek and assessed her. I
didn’t listen to what they said to each other, but his voice moved slowly within
me.
I couldn’t drag myself towards him. Instead, he came to me and offered
me a cold handshake. He squeezed quickly and let go. The three of us stood
together near the table in the foyer, and it reminded me of being at the party
together. Everything was different now: now I wanted an audience, and I
suddenly understood why Mother threw her parties.
“I missed you at Mass today,” Father Greg said.
“I’m sorry,” I said automatically.
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“No,” Father Greg laughed. “I was speaking to your mother, Aidan. I
thought she might come. It’s been a hard holiday season, hasn’t it, Gwen? I
thought you and Father Dooley discussed that.”
Mother nodded. “Thank you for your concern.”
“Of course,” Father Greg said. He fidgeted and laughed a little nervously.
“It’s just that here is one of my favorite family’s and Frank is doing all the
consoling. I didn’t want you to think I was neglecting you. I wanted you to know
my concern, too. I’m here to help.”
“You’re too kind, Father.”
“No, no. It’s my responsibility. I’m always here to support you. Support
you both. You know that. I don’t mean this with any disrespect, but sometimes
when we have all that we need materially speaking, we forget to tend our spiritual
and emotional gardens. Sometimes we still need to be cared for in ways we don’t
fully understand. This isn’t a lecture, Gwen,” he quickly added. He put his hand
on her shoulder. “We’re part of a community. You can let yourself be helped.”
He laughed, genuinely and confidently. “We’ve been doing it for nearly two
thousand years. We have a little practice.”
“Again,” Mother said. “Thank you. But Aidan and I needed a little
family time.” She put her arm around me. “Haven’t we?” she said to me.
“I’m glad to hear it,” he said. He nodded and reflected for a moment. I
wanted Mother to keep talking, to steer the conversation up and away, back to her
business, anything to push him out the door and out of the house. I was too
frightened to speak, and my palm was still clammy from our brief handshake. But
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Father Greg spoke. “Gwen,” he said. “As Aidan knows, we are all one family at
Most Precious Blood. You have always been a generous person. Allow yourself
some of the generosity of others. You’d be surprised how freeing it feels.” He
turned to me. “You want to support her, too, right? I know you do.” He reached
out to me and closed his hand over my shoulder tightly. I felt it in my stomach.
“You want to support your mother, too,” he said. “And you will. I know you
will. But you’ll need support, too, Aidan. We’re the place for that, aren’t we?
You know that. We center.” He paused for a moment, and smiled at Mother.
“We’re the real foundation of support. Let us help you.”
My insides shook so violently, I wanted to sit down. I leaned on marble
tabletop for support, but Mother held herself perfectly still. She only blinked as
Father Greg spoke to her. She swept one foot in front of her and planted it firmly.
“Why, Father, that’s exactly what we have been talking about all day. While we
have been here. At home.”
Father Greg drew back. “I’m only offering advice,” he said to Mother.
“I’m glad to find you both doing so well.”
“Yes,” Mother continued. “And thanks for your advice. However, there
are many things I have to actually do today. I’m sorry to rush you.”
“No, of course,” Father Greg said. “Of course.” He looked at me. “I
haven’t seen Aidan at work, though, for a while. There are some things we
should touch base about. Shouldn’t we, Aidan? Maybe you’ll come down to the
rectory with me now?”
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They both stared at me for a moment, but it was Mother I looked at, even
though I spoke to Father Greg. “Actually, I was talking to my friends, and there
are some projects at school I’d like to get involved with.” Sweat ran down my
back. I wiped my hands on my pants. “I don’t think I’ll be coming back to work
at Most Precious Blood. Besides, my mother might need a hand with her new
business and I want to be able to help her if she needs it.”
Father Greg cocked a half smile. “If that’s the case, I’d like your help
tying up some loose ends, then. Can we discuss it more back at the office?”
“I’d rather get my homework done before going back to school,” I said.
“I’m back at CDA on Wednesday. I have that paper to write about Frankenstein,
remember?”
“Well, its short notice,” Father Greg said curtly. “Moody, almost.” He
paused. “You won’t get moody with your mother, right?” he said to me. He
glared. “You won’t exacerbate things at home, Aidan, I hope. A teenager. It’s a
tough time for you, too. You’ll always think of your mother first, won’t you?
You won’t do or say anything to aggravate her pain, will you—especially if she is
starting a business?”
“No,” I said with more volume, even though I couldn’t look at him. “I
promise you. I won’t.”
Mother grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Of course not. We’re doing
quite well, Father. I can count on Aidan. I know I can.”
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“Oh, a promise,” Father Greg said. He put levity back into his voice.
“I’m glad to hear you mean it seriously, Aidan. Gwen, of course. Of course. I
only say it to remind him.”
“Well. Again. Thanks,” Mother said. She gestured toward the front door.
“Yes, well, there is another matter I’d like to discuss with you,” Father
Greg said to her. “Especially if Aidan isn’t coming back to work. And since Jack
isn’t around, I suppose I need to be speaking with you. It’s the matter of your
family’s gift this year.”
Mother sucked in a breath and straightened. Father Greg put up his hands
defensively. “No I don’t mean right now, Gwen. This is something we should
discuss at some point, I think. You can come down to the office. I only mention
it because Jack usually prefers to get it on the books before year end. Tax
purposes. You understand. Maybe this is something useful for you and thinking
about your new business?”
Mother stared him down. “I understand perfectly well. I’ll be making the
decisions now, Father. But I’m sorry. It’s getting late.”
Father Greg smiled. “I’m glad to see you moving forward with such
determination, Gwen. Aidan, you’re lucky to have a mother like her.”
“I know,” said.
“And I’m lucky to have him,” Mother added.
We were all cordial and pleasant as we said our goodbyes, and I even
mustered something that resembled a smile as I shook Father Greg’s hand again.
When he was gone, Mother asked if I really meant to help her—she was
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thrilled—and I told of course I was. “It’s a new century, isn’t it?” she said. “Why
not? A mother and son business.” She grinned deviously. “Sure you don’t want
to come with me now?” I told her I did have to get homework done, and that I
had to make my New Year’s plans with Mark and Josie and Sophie. “Yes,” she
said. “Yes, you are doing the right thing. I’m happy for you.”
It was dark out when I watched her car pull out and disappear down the
street. In my bedroom I stared at the walls and hoped something would jump to
life. I wanted the sheets of music stacked up by my keyboard to lift and spin up
in the air, a voice to emerge from within the whirling dervish and speak to me, tell
me what to do, or for all the books to fall off my shelves and highlighted passages
reveal themselves to me as they spread out on the floor. It was a kind of prayer, I
think, or an all out begging, for words to find me that were not mine but explained
me and that I could, as a conduit, deliver to Mother. On my own, in my own
words, I could not—nor did I want to. I could only see more disaster ahead if I
told her, and I wanted the strength to avoid that end, for both me and her.
I sat in my reading chair and slowly fell apart. When it had subsided,
however, I felt better. I felt like I’d wrestled down something inside me and
subdued it. I could picture Mother on stage, Odette in Swan Lake, the glistening
white costume, legs intertwined, both feet balanced on her toes, prepared for her
aggressive point-shoe attack across the stage. I could see the ferocity in her eyes.
They were my eyes, too, I thought, and like her I would do it—I would push
forward. I understood that there was a truth—the actual story of what had
happened—and yet, I felt disconnected from it, as if I were somehow separate
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from that truth, or, that I could choose to live separately from it. No words came
to me, no voice directed me: all I had left was of my own invention.
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Chapter 7
Mother’s New Year’s Eve countdown began sometime in the early
afternoon as she modeled a number of outfits before me and asked my opinion.
Judy fashioned a night’s itinerary in the City tailor-made for Mother, and her
anticipation for it derailed her decision making abilities. She showed me formal
gowns, sweaters and skirts I’d never seen her wear. She paraded a small army of
boots, pumps, flats, and heels that conjured cheap fantasies and looked impossible
to walk in, although even in those she marched back and forth across the balcony
space above the foyer with ease and a hint of renewed confidence, and because so,
she transformed the image of those shoes. They were no longer restrictive; they
became images of her own power, to glide with grace over adversity. Judy had
reserved two spots at a cocktail bar, called in a favor to get a table at a small
Italian restaurant I’d never heard of, and accepted invitations for the two of them
to attend a party at one of Mother’s old dance friends in an apartment on 72nd
Street with views over the park.
“Is this me?” Mother asked as she walked past me on the couch on the
balcony.
“Who do you want to be?”
They took a car to the City and were gone shortly after dark. I had hours
to myself but didn’t take as long to decide how to present myself—jeans and a
hooded sweatshirt. It was the first real party I was going to attend with my people
my own age. Unlike Mother, I wanted to dress as anonymously as possible—if I
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could have gone invisible I would have. I spent my time figuring out which pills
to raid from Mother’s cabinet, which small liquors to take from Old Donovan’s
globe bar, which cigars to take from the humidor, and how to fit it all in the
pockets of my coat with the last of my Adderall without looking like a
kleptomaniac clown waddling around a psychotic circus. Loaded down, I sat on
the stoop smoking one of Mother’s cigarettes while I waited for Mark.
His Audi sped up the driveway and hugged the curve around to the front
of the house. The music was a little loud in the car, too. He opened the passenger
door. “Do you mind putting that out?” he said pointing to the cigarette. “It’s
supposed to be my car, but I don’t have my own garage, if you know what I
mean.” I flicked it away and got in. He, too, wore a hooded sweatshirt—his also
was without a logo on the front, no team name, nor school allegiance—our
uniform affiliating us to nothing. He didn’t say much as we took off through
town, only asked if I’d mind making a pit stop before heading to the party. He
left the music blasting and we cruised over towards the golf course and parked on
a spur just off the bridge where we’d last seen each other. It was a dirt lane that
led down to a spit along the river that was just large enough to act as a put-in for a
rowboat. Mark cut the engine. We got out and leaned back against the front grill,
surveying the river as it bent out towards the harbor. He lit a thin joint and nursed
it to life.
“Dude,” he said. “I apologize for my mood. I was a little fucked off
earlier. God was home today. I can’t even get in my own car without thinking
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he’s in there watching me sometimes, fucking following me everywhere with that
fat fucking frown of his.”
“God?”
“My old man. He thinks he is. And he only reveals himself once or twice
a year anyway, and then he expects us all to obey his every breath.”
“That sounds familiar,” I said. I inhaled and held my breath for a few
moments before exhaling, like I’d seen Mark do earlier. “Only, mine is gone for
good, now.”
“You’re lucky, then.”
“Maybe,” I said. I looked up at the bridge as a car passed over it rapidly
and sped up the hill around the golf course. Another one passed a minute later
and although they didn’t show any sign of slowing down or noticing us, I couldn’t
help feeling a little nervous and pursued as well. I took another hit, passed it to
Mark, and knew I felt better with him there beside me, better that with him there
neither Father Greg nor Father Dooley would talk to me for too long.
Once back in the car and on our way to the party, Mark had me skip
through his disc changer and we talked about music. He was into classic rock,
which I knew nothing about, and he had me find a couple of songs. He sang
along. “Encourages the party vibe,” he said. “This will be a cool party. Feingold
was on the water polo team with me last spring. Problem is everybody is coming
to this party.”
“That’s cool, though.”
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“No, dude. Not when there are total shitheads like Dustin coming. Talk
about someone who thinks he’s God.”
Feingold’s house was a couple towns up the coast and only a few blocks
from the ocean. The houses in Feingold’s neighborhood were nearly as large
mine, but they were stacked more closely together. His house was still easy to
pick out. Cars lined both sides of the street. His house sat on a raised hill, and
cars packed the driveway up to his house, too. The lights were out in most of the
houses along the street, but Feingold’s illuminated the neighborhood. Mark drove
past it and parked around the corner, away from the rest of the cars. I felt
nervous. Before we got out, I showed him some of the stash I had on me.
“I’m a goddamn pharmaceutical convention tonight,” I said. “Do you
want anything?”
“Nah, dude,” Mark said. “I just smoke pot. It quiets me, in a way. I like
that.” I nodded, but before I put the baggie away he added, “but go for it, if it’s
your thing, man.”
“I have Vicodin.”
He nodded. “Maybe later.”
“This is me,” I said shaking out an Adderall. “It makes me feel prepared,”
I said.
“Yeah.” He was quite while I crushed the pill on a piece of paper on the
dashboard, rolled it into a cone, and did the whole thing in one big bump. Mark
nodded his head as if there was still a beat in the car that he was following. I
balled the paper up and pocketed it when I was finished. “Everything’s cool,” he
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continued. “Let’s just have each other’s back. Never know at these things.” He
reached across to me and we gripped hands in that way that looks like we were
about to arm wrestle. I felt the rush move into me.
As we walked back, we could hear the music and noise from the party
down the block. On the porch, a group of kids stood around smoking. Through
the windows on the first floor, many kids were dancing, and more were standing
around talking behind the windows of the second floor. Up on the porch Mark
introduced me to a couple of seniors from CDA I didn’t know. He knew them
from the swim team. He knew a few others from a swim team he’d once been on
at the country club. Mark took a few hits of a joint that was moving around the
crowd, and I bummed a cigarette from someone else in the circle. Mark leaned
back against the side of the house, smiled vaguely, and let the conversation roll.
He nodded occasionally, as if he knew something we all didn’t. I did my best to
get into the conversation, and found myself talking quickly and speaking for the
two of us. After another cigarette, I asked Mark if he wanted to go find Josie and
Sophie, and we went inside.
The rooms were lit with dull lamps with eerie green, purple, and yellow
colored bulbs, giving the house the atmosphere of a halogen and phosphorescent
lit greenhouse. In the semi-darkness, people shouted over the hip-hop blasting
from the living room, and some were dancing, writhing with their legs squeezed
between someone else’s. Plastic cups swayed overhead. Beyond, in the kitchen,
it was slightly brighter, and three guys I didn’t know circled the keg and rapped
along with the lyrics of the song booming in the other room. One held the tube
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from the tap in front of his face and shouted at it. Through the crowd, Sophie sat
on the counter, her big, searching eyes fluttering at two guys who leaned towards
her. One of them had his hand on her jeans. “They are soft,” he said as we
approached.
She laughed quickly and dismissively. She was backed up against the
cupboards, and although she batted her eyes, she held a fake smile. When she
saw me and Mark she brightened. “These guys go to my school,” she said as an
introduction, pointing to us. “I’m so glad you made it!” She kicked forward,
jumped off the counter, and threw an arm around each of our necks. “Oh my
God, get me out of here,” she whispered.
Mark got a hand beneath one leg, I followed, and we carried her across the
kitchen back towards the keg. She held her cup aloft like the Queen of Egypt.
Eventually, she found a clean one for me and when we filled our cups we ducked
back into another large room with a television showing the celebrations in cities
across the world. It was just past midnight in Sao Paulo and Rio de Janerio and
the streets were packed with colorful revelers. Partiers at Feingold’s danced on
the couch and cheered along, and Sophie caught us up on what we’d missed.
When our cups were empty, again, I asked if we should go find Josie.
She rolled her eyes. Mark laughed, genuinely, for the first time since we’d
gotten to the party. Sophie looked at him. “We should, though,” she said. “She
probably needs the break, even if she doesn’t realize it.”
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I followed them as they wound through the party on the first floor. We
found her on the screened-in porch smoking a cigarette with some other girls from
CDA. She greeted us all with hugs and kisses.
“Feingold’s letting you smoke in here?” Mark asked.
“I don’t know. It’s kind of like we’re outside.”
“Where the hell is Feingold?” Mark asked. “Guy’s throwing a party and I
haven’t even said hello to him.” He looked around the porch. “I know I sound
like a pecker, but maybe we should find out from him if smoking on the screenedin porch is cool. I mean it’s his house.”
“No, you’re right,” Josie said. She put out the cigarette in the base of a
potted plant, opened the back screen door and flung the butt into the backyard. “I
just bummed one of these to take a break, I guess. The cold air’s nice.”
“Yeah,” Sophie grinned. “Where’s Dustin?”
“He took off somewhere. I’m sure he’ll come looking for me later.” She
wrapped arms with Sophie. “Especially after he’s had a few more drinks.”
Josie suggested we get some more of our own and we slipped back
through the party and went down to the grimly lit basement. Dustin wasn’t there,
but there was another bar downstairs, and more people mixing noxious cocktails
with whatever they hell they wanted. More music and more dancing crowded the
room, and after the four of us huddled around the bar and I fixed everyone except
Mark a drink, I felt a hand come down on my back and the deep voice of Kevin
Riggs over my shoulder.
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“Dude,” he said quietly. “Nice to see you, here. You interested in
anything?”
I thought about stepping away, finding somewhere private like usual at
CDA, like his car in the Junior parking lot or in the locker room while everyone
else was out at practice, but I saw Josie, Sophie and Mark looking at me. Riggs
tucked a long brown curl behind his ear and leaned closer. “Everybody here
cool?” he asked.
I looked at them and nodded silently, with the noise of the party, the din of
too many voices clamoring for attention, everyone needing to shout because
everyone else was shouting. “Yeah,” I said, “definitely,” which I believed but
was unconvinced I had the authority to declare. I introduced Riggs to the others
and we took the necessary polite time to chitchat before we got back to business.
I liked that most about Riggs. He kept the bullshit to a minimum and got to the
point quickly. He asked me what I wanted and I paid him.
Still feeling vaguely in charge, I marched the four of us to the bathroom in
the basement. Once inside, with the door locked behind us, I broke up what was
left of my stash and added a few pills I’d bought from Riggs and laid out the lines
on the back of a box of tissues. I rolled up a bill and busted the first rail. The
girls followed me, but not Mark. He wouldn’t touch it. He took a hit of weed
from his bat, instead. We each did a second round before we left the room, and I
felt a pop and gush stronger than any high I’d had before as 2002 was about to
arrive on the coast of Canada at St. John’s.
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The four of us climbed back up to the living room. We danced with each
other feverishly, grinding our teeth and talking faster than words could make it to
our lips. Mark and I traded back and forth with Josie and Sophie, or they traded
with us. We moved and swapped partners seamlessly, and at one point Mark and
I danced together too, an awkward brotherly shuffle in which we clashed forearms
like a pair of victorious gladiators. The four of us were sweaty and thirsty and
only after we stepped onto the back porch again, with fresh drinks, did we realize
it was nearing New Year’s in New York.
“I guess I should go find my boyfriend,” Josie said. She’d gotten half a
pack of cigarettes from a girl who was now throwing up in the backyard behind a
bush, and she and I stood on the step below the open door and shared one.
“He should be looking for you,” I said.
“Oh my God,” Sophie laughed. “But the thing is, Aidan’s right.”
“You know what,” Mark snapped. “Fuck Dustin, all right.”
“Please don’t say that,” Josie sighed.
“No.” Mark stepped down to her and held her by the arm. “I’m serious.
Fuck him.”
Josie smiled and tipped her head to the side. It was the side I never saw in
English class, the underside, the track from the chin to the base of the throat.
Why, I wondered, are our most vulnerable spots also the most seductive? I
flinched, thinking about my own throat, my Adam’s apple, and how nervous I
once was for it—for me. I looked up into the sky, wanting to be made to feel
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small enough that my memories would be insignificant against the vastness
around me. I searched for stars through the light pollution. Mark kept talking.
“Look,” he said. “We’re all right here. We’re having a great time without
him. So are you.”
Inside the house, people shouted that it was almost time. The television
was turned up and the music was turned off. More and more people crowded into
the large back room with the TV. I reached over to Josie. “I’m starting over this
year,” I said. “It’s all my mother talks about, but I see her point, I think.” She
shivered and I put my arm around her. “Let’s all go in,” I said. “It’s freezing out
here.”
The room off the porch was jammed with people cheering at the
television, yelling back at the crowds that flashed in Times Square. I still felt
jumpy inside, but confident, and I held Josie’s hand. She withdrew it as we
entered the room and Mark put his arm over my shoulder. Sophie squeezed
between us and we lifted her again so she soared over the crowd. She pumped her
arms and rallied the crowd, and I wondered if this was how people felt most of the
time and why, although I was a part of it now, hollering at the television with
everyone else, I still felt a hole widening within me. I shouted “three minutes!”
with everyone else, and yet that hole still felt like the tunnel left behind by
something burrowing within me, and delirious, and still laughing with everyone
else in the room, I could also picture that thing inside me, that small beast
chopping and gnawing its way from my stomach up to my heart.
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Mark and I bounced Sophie up to our shoulders and each held on to one of
her legs. Bottles of beer and wine and champagne went around the room. Cups
sloshed and banged together prematurely. There was too much noise and it took
me a few seconds to realize that Mark was shouting at me. “Where the hell is
Feingold?” he repeated, and I tried to scan the crowd but Sophie wavered on our
shoulders. We shifted our balance and kept her propped up as people began the
countdown. As the ball dropped on television, I thought of Mother down in the
City, the same energetic recklessness doing a dervish spin through everyone at her
party, the same hope and resolution repeating in her as was repeating in me,
please please please everybody see the cheer, nobody notice anything else—the
kind of prayer that I knew was doomed, because of its naiveté, because too much
happiness was riding on it, and therefore it couldn’t be attained. I wished for it to
come true for her, just as I wished for it to come true for me, but it felt like a
gambler’s last gamble.
When the ball dropped and the room exploded, Sophie leapt off our
shoulders and showered the crowd with the contents of her cup. She kissed Mark
with an open mouth, and then she kissed me the same way. I was jealous of her
freedom and her liberty to celebrate. Josie watched. I leaned towards her, but she
turned her cheek. She pulled away, flipped her hair to the side, looked around the
room, and then turned back to me and kissed me on the lips. She laughed
nervously and looked at Mark. He pushed towards her and she accepted his kiss,
too. Mark glanced at me when he pulled back. He put his arm around my neck
and said, “Donovan, you are all right.”
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“Kowolski,” I said, mimicking his voice, “you’re all right, too.
Seriously,” I added. I pulled him into a hug. My hand reached a little high and I
got the base of his neck as I brought him in close. He was damp with sweat.
For a second or two we hesitated awkwardly. Mark broke free. “This is
the world we live in, man,” he shouted. “It’s totally fucked. All the wrong people
are in charge. Welcome to 2002. We’re Generation Fucked—everyone’s fucking
us.”
“Especially the ones who say they have our best interests in mind,” I said.
“Yeah,” Mark agreed. He lost some of the ironic joy in his face. “Yeah.
They are. It’s like no one is really in charge anymore.”
“At least we have what we have,” I said.
“What’s that?” Mark asked.
I pulled Josie into the conversation by looping my arm through hers. She
had been scanning the room. Sophie was lost in the crowd. “At least we have
this. Us, I mean. Something.”
Josie raised her cup and tapped it against mine. “Here’s to us. All of us.
Where’s Sophie?” We drank and looked around for her. She pressed back
through the crowd towards us with two glowing bands wrapped around her wrists.
“This is the best party!” she screamed as she ducked forward and surfaced
between other people’s limbs. She had lost her cup but gained a bottle of wine.
She poured too much into my cup as the stereo kicked back on with a funk song
and everybody started dancing.
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We all did too and I passed Mark my cup, but he waved it off. “I can’t
drink, really. If I do anything to the car, I’m fucked for life.”
“Are you kidding?” Sophie asked. “Look at everything else you’ve been
doing.”
“That’s different. I’ve only been smoking weed. I don’t do anything
else.”
“Everything is always different with you,” Sophie teased.
“Did you see Feingold anywhere in there,” Mark asked. The rest of us
were bopping up and down, but I saw the look on his face and stopped.
“Let’s go find him,” I said.
“Yeah, where the hell is the host of this party?” Mark said.
He lead the way as we weaved through the room and out to the front
where there were other people dancing, too. We asked around, but nobody
seemed to have seen him, although it occurred to me that few of the people we
asked even knew who he was. Fewer and fewer of the people at the party looked
familiar to me. I stuck my head out the front door and surveyed the porch.
Feingold wasn’t there, but cars lined the street and the driveway, and one car was
parked in front of the driveway, blocking the others. Mark walked upstairs and
we followed him. A couple made out at the top and didn’t stop as we passed. In
the hall, there were a few others, and Riggs leaned against the wall beside the
closed door to the bathroom. His eyes were open, but droopy, and he didn’t
notice us. His lips were parted, and he nodded as if he was being pushed around
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by a weak breeze. At the far end of the hall, a door was ajar and Mark made his
way towards it quickly.
The master bedroom was decked out in a flashy gold, silver, and beige
theme, with floor to ceiling mirrored closet doors. Dustin and two other guys
from the CDA baseball team circled the bed with their crimped and fraying ball
caps pointed towards a naked Feingold spread-eagled across the beige comforter.
He was tattooed in permanent marker—faggots fall first was scrawled up his arms
and legs, and a series of cheap doodles of shit and piss were drawn on his
stomach. Toothpaste streaked his hair. The bed was soaked around his waist and
beneath his legs, and his crotch was painted with stripes of lipstick. The tube was
jammed in his belly button. Dustin, laughing, pointed a camera towards his
friends, Nick and Andre, who hovered over Feingold. Nick held a Bic razor
poised over Feingold’s eyebrow, and Andre gave a thumbs-up and held a marker
in his other hand. They both smiled for the shot, and Dustin snapped it as we
entered. He turned to us, and when he saw Josie he lifted his cap and wiped the
thin blond hair back on his head. The boyish giddiness in his face dropped
immediately into guilt. He turned back to his buddies. Nick was about to begin
with the razor. “Hey, hold it!” Dustin yelled.
It happened too quickly. Mark sprinted towards Nick. He pushed Nick
away from the bed, into the dresser, and as he looked down onto Feingold’s
closed eyes, he was pulled back by Andre and pinned with his arms behind his
back. Sophie and Josie yelled at them. Nick got up in Mark’s face. “Take it
easy,” Nick said. “We’re just fucking around. It’s his own fault. He passed out.
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He passed out first.” On the other side of the bed, Dustin slumped towards Josie.
She stared at Feingold. Dustin tried to comfort her, but she shook her head and
backed away. She stepped toward Sophie.
“What the fuck?” Sophie said to Josie.
Mark wrestled to free himself, but couldn’t. Locked in Andre’s arms, he
cursed the three of them. Nick yelled back at Mark, and I finally made a move,
but Dustin caught me by the arm and pulled me back, too.
“Calm down,” Dustin said to all of us. “It’s not a big deal.” He reached
towards Josie and she batted his hand away.
“Why would you do this to somebody?” she asked him. He tried to
comfort her, but she repeated herself and backed away.
“Assholes,” Mark said.
“Shut the fuck up,” Nick said.
“Everybody calm down,” Dustin said. “We’re just having a little fun.”
He held me tighter.
“Fun?” Josie repeated. “Don’t you dare touch me,” she said to him.
“Oh, come on,” Dustin sighed. “What the fuck?”
“No. What the fuck?” Mark said, nodding towards Feingold. “You get
off on this shit?”
“Oh my God,” Nick said. “I’ve been meaning to drop your faggotty ass
for months. I will fucking deck you if you don’t shut up. What’s the matter?
You and Feiny going to jerk each other off or something?”
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They continued to shout at each other. Dustin told everyone to relax,
again, and he eased his grip on me as he yelled. I broke free. “Calm down,”
Dustin told the room again, but I didn’t need his direction. I didn’t think I was
going to throw punches and knock anybody out. I’d never been in a fist fight
before—I didn’t know how to fight back, or at least I had never really tried—but I
knew what I could do.
Nick shoved Mark in the chest, and then I got between them. Nick told
me to get out of the way, and when I didn’t he pushed me to the side. I fell
towards the bed, but found my footing quickly. I stepped back towards him just
as he threw a punch at Mark and I took Nick’s fist in the side of my face. Nick
grabbed me as I fell and hit me in the head again. I stumbled towards Mark, but
with his arms pinned back, he couldn’t catch me. I rolled off his shoulder and fell
to the floor. The girls screamed and I lost it for a few moments.
When I came to, I was on my back. Dustin had Nick pinned up against the
wall. My head throbbed and Josie and Sophie were yelling at Andre. Mark was
free again and he stooped down to me on the floor. He pulled me towards the bed
and propped me up against it. To my right, Feingold’s fingers dangled in my
peripheral vision, but I couldn’t see much to my left. I couldn’t open my eye any
wider. There were more people in the room now, too, and while the chatter built
into a louder and louder buzz, the room was calmer than it had been before. I
looked up at Nick. I smiled. It stung, but I held it. Blood dripped off my chin to
my lap.
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Josie and Sophie crouched down in front of me and asked if I was okay. I
smiled again. “Cover Feingold,” I said. Mark leapt up immediately, and Sophie
helped him.
Josie touched my face and shook her head. She stood. “What the hell is
wrong with you?” she asked Dustin. He let go of Nick, and turned around.
Nick stepped around him and pointed across the bed to Mark. “I’ll still
floor, you, too.”
“No one’s flooring anybody,” Dustin said.
“Fuck you,” Nick said. “Change your tune the minute your girlfriend
walks into the room. We were just talking about that guy.”
“Seriously,” Dustin said. “Shut up.” Andre grabbed Nick by the shoulder
and dragged him towards the door. They pushed their way through the crowd to
the hall. “Let’s find some place to talk,” Dustin said to Josie when they were
gone.
“I’m not talking to you,” she told him.
He reached for her and she stepped back, over my legs. “Hey, come on,”
he said. “It’s not what it looks like. You have to understand.”
I tried to stand, to get between the two of them, but I was weak and dizzy,
and he’d already stepped around me. He pursued her halfway around the room
with explanatory words and phrases that were all too familiar—I could nearly
recite them along with him. When I finally got to my feet and saw my swollen
eye and bloody mouth in a mirror, I knew it wouldn’t heal quickly, but I
wondered if it was still worth it. Josie and Sophie yelled at Dustin, and he and
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Mark eyed each other suspiciously, but all the violence had been drained from the
room. Two guys and a girl started tending to Feingold. I coughed. A girl I didn’t
know came forward with a damp cloth from the bathroom, and pressed it gently to
my face. She was shorter than me and had a hairdo like a sponge. I wanted to
lean down into it and fall asleep, but I still rocked with Adderall and adrenaline
and my pulse nearly kept pace with the thoughts exploding in my mind.
Josie suddenly had me by the arm. “Do you want to get out of here?”
“Nobody has to leave,” Dustin said in the background.
“You should,” the sponge told him.
“I’m not going anywhere. Everybody is fine. Let’s just get back down to
the party.”
“Look around you, asshole,” I said. “Nobody’s fine. You fucked that one
up.” He made a move towards me, but Mark grabbed his arm. Two other guys
charged Dustin and held him back, too. Sophie came up to me and, with an arm
draped over each of them, I shuffled towards the door. They called to Mark and
the four of us squeezed down the now crowded hall to the stairs. He spoke to a
few other guys from the swim team, and he sent them back to the master bedroom
to look after Feingold. We found our coats, a bag of frozen peas for my face, and
made our way out to the front porch, where, with a little indulgent flourish, I
milked the busted face and bummed a couple of cigarettes for the road. Everyone
was eager to share.
Although they kept asking, I didn’t want to go home. When they finally
consented, Mark said he could take us to the beach where he had done lifeguard
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training the past summer, and I reminded them that party didn’t have to end. I
was still loaded with liquor and pharmaceuticals. “Maybe we could watch the
sunrise,” I suggested. “I’ve never seen the sunrise, and we live right on the damn
ocean. It’d be a hell of way to start the year.” I popped a Vicodin, leaned back in
the front seat, and let them discuss it.
I was still a little shocked from Nick’s punches, but I couldn’t help replay
the other images from the bedroom in my mind and wonder what would have
happened if none of us had walked in. There were pictures, but what if they
hadn’t been taken, or even if they had, when everyone woke up the next morning
and thought more about it, would anyone have said anything? Feingold would
have been terrified, but who would he have asked about it? Nick and Dustin were
drunk and bleary eyed and when they muscled through their hangovers the next
day would they have found a way to ignore it and push it from memory with
silence? Even with the pats on the back I received on my way out the door, I
didn’t like my own part in it. I was involved and even if Josie and Sophie and
Mark were talking about how I had been heroic, I was still nervous. I wasn’t in
control of what would happen next.
It wasn’t too long before we made it to the beach. Mark cut the lights and
pulled into the shadows of a parking lot down the road. We walked quickly along
a path that ran beside a few dark and quiet houses and emerged onto the beach.
The surf roared and a freezing wind shot along the shore. The moon had been full
the night before and even though it was high and distant in the sky, it still cast a
pale luminescence over the beach. Milky waves tumbled up the sand and we
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walked only a few feet above the tide line, in order to not draw attention closer to
the road. The noise drowned out any conversation, and we were too cold anyway.
We followed Mark up towards an enclosed lifeguard station. Josie took my arm
and huddled against me as we walked. I was half-blind and listing back and forth
between pain and delirium, and her support didn’t correct my steps as much as lift
me from within. Her thin arm squeezed mine through the jackets and guided me
across the hard-packed sand.
Mark ducked under a ramp that led to the short porch in front of the house
and I peered into the window. The one room was big enough to hold a couple of
chairs and a row of floating tubes and boards against the back wall and a narrow
table against another wall, and when Mark re-emerged and let us in, we were
grateful to get out of the cold. It blocked the wind, at least. Once we had all
stamped our feet a few times and got the blood flowing again, I pulled a small
bottle of Midori from my inside pocket and passed it around. Its sticky sweetness
tasted awful, but the heat that came with it made it worth it.
The wind squeaked through a few cracks in the flimsy house and whistled
in the corners. “The house is creaking,” Sophie said. “I feel like I’m on a boat.”
Mark lit a joint and passed it to Sophie. She took a hit and beckoned Josie
closer. They kissed and recycled. Josie took a hit and leaned towards me. Her
tongue moved gently into my mouth, and though my jaw throbbed, I didn’t pull
away. The smoke leaked out and we kissed for what I thought seemed a longer
than normal time, but I only realized that when we’d finished. Sophie grinned
and Josie’s eyes sparkled back at me. I was a little embarrassed. I took a big hit,
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and with it all down in my lungs I leaned towards Mark and said, “Can’t leave
anybody out, dude.” Mark was shocked and not prepared for it. I kissed him and
exhaled as quickly as I could. He took it in and worked his cheeks like bellows
on the other end. His lips weren’t all that much different than Josie’s, a little
thinner and tighter, but he worked back against mine as Josie had. He pulled
away and exhaled the recycled smoke in a thin stream through the corner of his
mouth. He smiled and looked away. Sophie and Josie giggled.
“Yeah!” Sophie said.
“Left out,” Mark laughed. “Thanks, man, for caring.” He reached for me
and we gripped hands. He laughed harder and pulled me into a one-armed hug.
“Seriously. Thanks, man. And really, thanks. I should be the one with a blackeye tomorrow.” He held me, but at an arm’s length away, staring at me with his
intense blue eyes. He kept smiling. I wasn’t sure, but I thought he was going to
kiss me again. The room titled around me and I held onto him for balance. “You
okay?” he asked me.
“Yeah. I could use some water, though. My throat kind of burns.” There
wasn’t any around, though, so I took another sip of Midori, which didn’t help. I
wobbled over to the table by the wall and scrambled onto it so I could lie down
and look out the window. The moon was high enough that some stars were
visible, too. “I’m okay,” I told them. “Don’t worry.”
Josie followed me. “You talking to yourself?” she teased.
“No. I don’t know. Maybe. I think it runs in the family.”
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She hopped up next to me, sat crossed-legged, and stared out the window,
too. I smiled up at her. “You know, you’re one hell of a bass-ass altar boy,” she
said.
“Never an altar boy. I was only a volunteer.”
Josie giggled. “So you’re just a volunteer bad-ass?”
“Yup,” I said. “It’s a part-time gig. Think I should make a career of it?”
“Definitely.” She lifted my head and scooted closer. I put my head back
down on her thigh. She took the bottle from me, sipped again, and we stared out
the window in silence for a while. She put her hand down through my open coat
to my chest and rubbed gently.
“Are you in a lot of pain?” she eventually asked.
“Not a lot,” I lied.
“Another painkiller?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t have any idea how much of all this stuff
I’ve had tonight. I guess not too much.”
“Maybe I’ll have one too—just cause. I feel like I’m floating. I don’t
want it to end.”
“Don’t take too much, you’ve been drinking.”
“Wow,” she laughed. “You sound like you care or something.”
“I do. I mean, it’s like sliding over ice. It’s hilarious and fun until it
suddenly isn’t and you crash down into the water.”
“And you might die.”
“Don’t do that,” I said. “We’re just getting to know each other better.”
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She leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips. “You’re going to look
like Frankenstein tomorrow. You realize that? Like, really bad.”
“The doctor or the monster?”
“Whichever one looks worse.”
“Yeah,” I said. “But if you kiss me again, I won’t care.”
“Oh my god,” Sophie whined. She was across the room, standing next to
the other window. “I can hear you from over here. Please.”
“Seriously dude,” Mark said. He broke into a cough. Sophie patted him
on the back. “Seriously, dude,” he wheezed again. Sophie laughed and took
another hit.
Josie smiled. “Don’t mind them.”
“I don’t. This is perfect.”
“Yes,” she said. She looked up and out towards the darker waves further
out to sea. “We could stay out here forever, except we’d freeze to death.”
“Not if we stayed this close together,” I said. I enjoyed saying it, and
liked the sound of my voice with hers, but I began to have the strange feeling that
it was someone else speaking, that I was in fact, hiding under the table, listening
to this other puppet talk, because the me that was there under the table also felt
that frigidness. It wasn’t an immediate cold, but something more like a
premonition of things to come. Like the barren beach that stretched out into the
darkness around us—somewhere, just beyond where I could see, something or
someone was waiting for me—something like hell, and it was inevitable.
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I lit a cigarette. We shared it, listened to the surf thump and hiss along the
shoreline, and I allowed myself to think a little more hopefully. I wondered if I
could somehow erase all the events of my life so far. Could I call in a flood, wash
it all away, and begin anew? I imagined the ocean rushing up the beach,
surrounding the little house, submerging the neighborhoods and towns behind us,
the water level rising and lifting us up above the tumult. I’d save two of the
important things: two joints, two martinis, two girls, two boys. We’d stare out the
window watching the dark water slog and gurgle, our boat creaking and groaning
above it, moaning, writhing over the water with a slap and a hiss in the crests of
the waves. We’d purge all the junk overboard, the shelves loaded with bullshit
trinkets at home, our computers, sheets of practice music, our clothes and
uniforms, the whole Latin language, our worst memories. What else was
necessary other than the glow of Mark’s skin, the hum in Josie’s lips, and the way
Sophie squinted when she laughed? When it all subsided, the bones would be
washed away and we could emerge from the muck and bloom and something new
might grow.
The miracle didn’t happen. We didn’t even stay for the sunrise. At a
certain point, Josie slipped out from underneath me. I was falling asleep. She
kissed me on the forehead and went over to the others. I dozed off again while
they talked, and soon I found myself dragged out into the freezing wind and
marched along the beach to the road. Mark staggered like the rest of us, but I
thought he was only having trouble in the sand, but I noticed his steps were heavy
on the sidewalk, too. I smoked a cigarette to wake up, and I finished it before we
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got to the car. On the way home the girls fell asleep, and Mark and I talked about
Feingold a little. He was sure nobody else had fucked with him for the rest of the
night, but he was worried for the state of the house. “Nobody was in charge,
anymore,” he kept saying. “There was nobody in charge. It was total fucking
chaos.”
Mark took his corners too widely and my nerves kept me awake. Twice I
rolled down the window to blast my face with cold air, and Mark did the same.
He dropped Josie and Sophie at Josie’s and they stumbled up the rest of the
driveway after barely saying goodnight. Mark and I didn’t say much as he turned
out of her neighborhood and headed back to our side of town. As he came around
the corner at the bottom of the hill we found ourselves on the wrong side of the
road. Another pair of headlights blinded us. I yelled and Mark jerked the wheel
just in time, but we swung into the shoulder of the road and bounced up into the
wooded patch beyond the sidewalk.
Mark still clutched the wheel. “Oh shit,” he repeated. “Oh shit.” We got
out and surveyed the car and found that we were lucky. He had been going
slowly and there wasn’t much damage we could see other than a few scratches
and dings that could be explained away easily. Still, he leaned back against the
car and held his head in his hands for a moment. “I swear, one of these days it’s
all going to catch up with me. I fucking feel it, and they are going to be standing
there with those fucking grim pouts, all disappointment, and shaking their heads,
like they’re saying, yup, we knew he wasn’t going to turn out the way we hoped,
we just knew it.”
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“Who?”
“My parents.”
“Hey man,” I said, pointing to my face. “At least you don’t look like
this.” He laughed with a sniff. “Seriously,” I continued. “Don’t they want you to
have a little fun? I mean, I’m going to have to come up with something about this
busted face, but my mother will be happy I was out enjoying my life a little and
not hiding at home. She’ll hear I had a fun time with friends and be relieved.”
“I’m not even talking about fun,” he said. “It’s not about fun—but fuck
no—they’re not interested in fun. That’s not even a part of it. Fun is something
you earn, like fucking paradise at the end of your life, and I haven’t earned it yet.
I have to become a senator or something first.”
“They know how to have fun,” I said.
“Hah. Hah,” Mark said flatly. “But no shit, right? Anyway, we don’t
have any of those in the family yet—it’s all business. My father thinks it’s time
the Kowolski’s moved into politics.”
“Why doesn’t he do it, then?”
“Ahh. Father, son, we’re kind of the same person to him. I’m an
extension of him.”
“Does he hate himself or something? Why does he have to put it all on
you? I mean you don’t want all that on your shoulders?”
“I don’t know what I want. I just don’t want to disappoint anybody while
I’m still trying to figure the rest of it out.”
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“Actually, man,” I said. “I know how you feel.” We embraced, again, but
as we did I wasn’t thinking about Mark. I thought about how often I’d heard
those words before and what they meant to me now. It felt like one of those
things you intend to be a truth, but can’t be anything but a lie. I wanted to offer
more than bullshit. “Look,” I said. “I mean, people are going to be pretty
disappointed when they look at me tomorrow—either that or they are going to
vomit, I don’t know.”
Mark laughed. “Man, that could be me, though. Nick would have had
me.”
“All right. All right. Enough.”
“No, I mean, if I came home like that tonight, I don’t think I’d leave the
house again, even for school. I think they would seriously kill me.”
Mark cupped his chin with one hand and hugged himself with the other.
He stared at the ground by our feet. I had nothing else I could say to reassure
him. I was better at taking a punch in the face than trying to impart a sense of
hope. What the fuck, man, I wanted to say. Just get a grip—fucking learn to
cope. “Let’s get out of here,” I said, instead. “But don’t drive me home. Let’s
make sure you get home.”
He was grateful, and even more so when we pulled back into the road and
he realized the wheel alignment was off. He could drive, and we decided he
could get it fixed without them knowing, but the details were piling up and Mark
was beginning to worry he couldn’t remember them all. We pulled up the long
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slope of his driveway and around to the side of the house. The car rolled onto the
lawn, but he didn’t notice. He put it in park and cut the engine.
“Where did I say we were going again, tonight?”
“You came to my house. My mother won’t even know.” I opened my
coat and fished out the baggie. “Listen, do you want sleeping pill? Something to
calm you down so you’re not up all night like a madman?”
“You do a lot of these,” he said.
“Doesn’t everybody? Next time you take a leak in someone’s house, rifle
through the cabinet above the sink.”
“You think most people think this stuff really helps?” he asked. He took
two pills from my palm. “You’re sure these are sleeping pills? Not uppers?”
“I think people are too afraid to think of the alternative—that nothing
helps. Everybody wants to believe in something.”
After I assured him they were sleeping pills, Mark knocked one back and
put the other in his pocket. He sat back and waited for it to take effect like he’d
just taken a hit from a bong. I smiled and leaned back, too. I wanted an ice pack,
but all I had was another Vicodin, which I swallowed. I thought about saying
goodbye, but I didn’t want to go home yet, so I stayed there with Mark in silence
for a while.
“I should go inside,” he said eventually, but he didn’t move.
“Yeah.”
“Hey? Do you like Josie?” he asked, lifting his head slightly. “I think she
likes you.”
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“Jesus, I don’t know, man. And there’s her boyfriend.”
“Yeah right.” Mark laughed sleepily, and I began to worry, but I couldn’t
move either. My body was slowing down too quickly. “Bet he’s out of the
picture, now,” Mark said. His diction was a little sloppy. “Watch.”
“I don’t know.”
“Because I thought you were maybe gay?” His voice rose at the end, as if
it were a question, but I didn’t answer right away, because I didn’t know how to.
I knew I had to choose my words carefully, and as I tried to, I thought of the look
that would come over Father Greg’s face as he considered how to respond to one
of my questions, back when we used to talk in his office, when he sat there like a
prophet dictating Truths, and I accepted them. I wanted Josie, but I couldn’t trust
what I’d wanted in the past, so where the hell did that leave me?
Mark dropped back and to the side, against the head rest. He smiled at
me, dreamily, and moved his hand over the gear shift towards me but it fell on the
seat beside me. His eyelids drooped and bounced. He fought to stay awake.
“Are you?” he asked. He looked younger, less cynical than I’d ever seen him.
The drugs had stripped him down, or it was because he was on the brink of sleep,
or maybe it was an act of courage it had taken all night for me to notice, but I
realized that Mark was looking at me with a kind of nervous hope.
“Didn’t you see us?” I finally asked. “Me and Josie, I mean.” He didn’t
respond. He let out a little puff of air. His cheek sagged into the headrest, his
shoulders sank. His lips remained slightly parted and his breath moist against the
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leather of the car seat. I’d never watched a person fall asleep before, never
witnessed such vulnerability.
I wanted to crash as well, and I could have, even in that cold, but I lifted
myself heavily and climbed out of the car. It would have been easy to abandon
him, but I couldn’t. His parents weren’t expected home until the next day, but I
couldn’t let them find him out in the car in case he slept through until they
arrived. I took the keys from the ignition, pulled him out and tried to wake him.
He came out of it slightly, but not enough to command his legs properly. He
mumbled with his eyes closed. I wrapped his arms over my shoulders, and with
his feet dragging behind us, I lugged him towards the side door of the house.
He woke, slightly, and asked if we could sit down. I put him down on the
stoop and he leaned towards the bushes and vomited. I looked away so I wouldn’t
do the same, but when I turned around he’d dropped into his own puddle, face
first in the dirt. I rolled him over quickly. “Oh, shit,” he mumbled. His
sweatshirt and pants were soaked with what had come out of him, but his jacket
was open and seemed relatively clean and I peeled it off him. His body was still
partly functioning but his mind was in the liminal of semi-consciousness. He
didn’t respond when I asked him if he was feeling better. He only smiled up at
me with his eyes still closed.
One of his keys worked in the side door and I eased him onto a bench in
the dark mudroom. Like my house, it led to the kitchen. I found some paper
towels and cleaned him up as best I could, but his clothes still reeked. “Mark,” I
said. He was completely asleep. With some effort, I took off his shoes, and then
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his pants and shirt. I grabbed the loose bag of marijuana from his pocket and put
the clothes in a trash bag. Stretched out on the bench, it was easy to see how by
anyone’s standards Mark was the kind of attractive we were all supposed to aspire
to be. His shoulders and chest muscles pushed an outline into his T-shirt and the
bulge in his briefs was evident. I could have run my hands up the long lines of his
leg muscles, touched him there, anywhere, because in his state, I could have done
anything to him, or with him, molded him like clay to whatever purpose I wanted,
and oddly, although he was asleep, he still smiled up at me shyly, as if he wanted
me to act, as if he were saying, “Hear my prayer. Thy will be done.” It hurt me
to see him like that, the Bronze Man glowing beneath me, an air of supplication
and eagerness humming somewhere between us.
But all I wanted was for him to remain among us, for him to maintain his
post in the perfect square. Nothing about his body interested me; it was
everything else about him I wanted, his aliveness, the spirit of his sarcasm, his
companionship. We were sixteen and just beginning to see the world. I wanted
his opinions about it; I wanted to experience it with him. I wanted all that without
the messy confusion of desire, only the clarity and comfort of friendship.
I got him up under my shoulder again, and hauled his nearly naked body
through the kitchen and down the hall to a den with a huge flat screen TV. I
flopped him onto the couch, covered him with a blanket and slid down in front of
the couch to the floor. I looked back at his sleeping, peaceful face. Mark was
gay. I was not, I thought, regardless of what I’d done with Father Greg. But
Mark and I were still so similar. We both wore a public face that masked a
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private knowledge. I couldn’t meet Mark where I thought he wanted me to, but
he was my friend. He had what seemed to me a strength I wanted and needed. I
admired him, but I didn’t know how to tell him.
The remote was nearby, and I switched the TV on. Confetti, fireworks,
concerts, crowds loosely whipping their heads to a beat: the day hadn’t ended
elsewhere. The party still continued across America.
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